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To OUR READERS

The Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon St udies
(FARMS) encourages and suppo rts resea rch about the Book of
Mormon: Another Testament of Jesus Christ and other ancient scrip+
tures. It also works to preserve ancient religious documents.
FARMS is a nonprofit educational foundation affiliated with
Brigha m Young University. Its main research interests include ancient
history, language, literature, culture. geography, politics, and law relevant to the scriptures. Although such subjects are of seco ndar y importance when compared with the spiritual and eternal messages of
the scriptures. solid resea rch and academic pe rspectives alone can
supply certain kinds of useful information, even if only tentatively,
concern ing many sign ifica nt and interesting questions about the
scriptures.
The Foundation works to make interim and fin al reports about
th is research available widely, promptly, and economically. These
publications arc peer reviewed to ensure scholarly standards are met.
The proceeds from the sale of these publications, includ ing most roy~
aities, are used to support fu rther research and publications on the
scriptures. As a serv ice to teache rs and students of the scriptures, re+
search results are distributed in both scholarly and popuJar formats.
It is hoped that this information will help alllnterested people to
"co me unto Christ" (Jacob I :7) and to understand and take more se+
ri o usly these ancient witnesses of the atonement of Jesus Christ, the
Son of God.
The principal purpose of the FARMS Review of Books is to help
se rious readers make info rmed choices and judgments about books
published, primarily on the Book of Mormon. The evaluations are
intended to encourage rcliable scholarsh ip o n the Book of Mormon.
Reviews are written by invitation. Any person interested in writing a review shou ld first co ntact the editor. Style guidelines will be
sent to the reviewers.
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The opinions exp ressed in these reviews are those of the reviewers. They do not necessarily represent the opin ions of (he Foundation for Ancient Research and Mo rmon Studies, its edito rs,
Brigham Young University, the Chu rch of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, or the reviewers' employers. No portion of the reviews may be
used in advertisi ng or for any other commercial purpose without the
express written permission of (he Foundation fo r Ancient Research
and Mormon Studies.
FARMS Review of Books is published semiannually.
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Editor's Introduction

AMERICAN ApOCRYP H A?

A forthcoming collection of essays about the Book of Mor mon,
the publisher's announcemen t says, will bear the title American
Apocrypha. What is the point of that title? We'll know better when
the book appears, of course, but its authors are unlikely to con tend
that the Book of Mormon is among "those books of the Old
Testamen t that were not accepted by Jews as part of the Hebrew
Sc riptures and were excluded from the Protestant Bible at the
Reformation." That is the fi rst of the two defin itions occu rring under
apocrypha in the Oxford American Dictionary, and it requires a capi~
tal A. Knowing something of the predilect ions of the collection's two
editors, I'm reasonably confident that something like the second definit ion (of uncapitalized apocrypha) is closer to their vjew: "any writ~
ings of dub ious authenticity:' Under apocryphal. the Oxford American
Dictionary lists "of the Apocrypha" only as a secondary defm ition; the
pr imary defin ition is "untrue. invented."
T here arc those who wish to contend that Joseph Smith just
"made it up," that Mormonism is merely a rather haphazard pastiche
of Ame rican frontier nostr ums, a bit of folk magic, and a few half~
understood chu nks of popul ar theology created by a rough~ h ewn but
gifted Yankee bumpkin on the basis of some combination or other of
ethical deficiency and a pathological personality. It seems to me that
they face an increasingly difficult task.
As always, I think that the testimony of the Witnesses to the Book
of Mormon ge ts very much in the way of such explanat ions-and
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that it was designed to do so. 1 Most recently. the massive and painstaking study of the text of the Book of Mormon conducted by Royal
Skou sen. whose work has finally begun to appear in definitive print,
reveals (at least for those with eyes to see) a stunningly consistent,
systematic, and complex book that seems as far as conceivably possible
from the undisciplined ravings of a frontier pseudoprophet. 2
I consider Professor Skousen's project one of the most remark able scholarly efforts ever undertaken with regard to the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and I am proud that the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies has been associated
with it from its beginning. Another item whose recent publication by
FARMS has pleased me a great deal is Keith Norman's 1980 Duke
University doctoral dissertation. which now stands as the opening
volume in our Occasional Papers series.) In this essay, Norman
demonstrates that "The doctrine that man's ultimate destiny and ful fillment is to become like God forms the heart of Christianity for
Athanasius."4
That is a stunning idea. Why? Because Athanasius, the fourthcentury church father and bishop of Alexandria, was a crucial figure
in the process that culminated in the formation of the mainstream
Christian doctrine of the Trinity-and because it can be shown that
Athanasius's belief in salvation as human deification was fundamental to his effo rts in and around the epochal Cou ncil of Nicaea that
I. See particularly Richard Lloyd Anderson,inmriglHing the Book of Mormon Wi/nesSt!1 (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1981); sec also Lyndon W. Cook, ed., David Whitmer
Intef'llicw$: A Rc5toration Wi!ncss (O rem, Utah: Grandin Book, 1991). ProfeSMlr Anderson
and Scott Faulring havc been working for years on collecting and eventually publishing the
papers of Otivcr Cowdery and other Witnesses. When this malerial appears, from what I
know of it, it will solidify and confirm Ihe respcClability of the Witnesses and (much more
importantly) the reliability of their testimonies.
2. See Royal Skouscn, cd., The Original MOflIJScript of the Book of Mormon (Provo,
Utah: FARMS, 200l); Royal Skouscn, t:<i .. The Printer's MOfU.IS<:ript of Ihc Book of Mormon,
2 parts (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2001), Two further volumes 3fe scheduled to appear, which
wiU reflect on the results of intensive study of the textual history of the Book of Mormon.
3. Keith E. Norman, Deification: The Contcnt of Athonosion Solcriology (Provo, Utah:
FARMS, 2000).
4. Ibid., 31.
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first formulated the Nicene Creed. In o ther words, the basis for the
doctrine that lies at the found ation of developed "orthodox" Christian theology-the Trinit y-is the co ncept of human deification, a
concept essentially forgotten by both Catholics and their Protestant
deriva tives in Western Ch ristendom .
I've just finished reading a rema rkable 1998 mas ter's thesis,
"' Parta kers of the Divine Natu re': A Comparative Analysis of Patristic and Mormon Doctrines of Divinizatio n,"S written at the Graduate
Theo logical Union in Berkeley by one Jordan Vajda, OP. a Dominica n Catholic priest ("OP" stands for "O rdo Praedicatorum"-"Ordcr
of Preachers"-the official title of the Dominican order).
Perhaps surpr isingly, while he finds some differencei between the
Latte r-day Sai nt view and that found in patristic literatu re. Fa ther
Vajda is quite posit ive toward the position articul ated by Joseph
Smith. I actually think that one of the two major differences he findsco ntrast ing the ontologica l unity of the orthodox Trinity with th e
moral un ity of the Latter-day Sa int Godhead-consti tutes substa ntia lly less of a gul f than he may believe. This isn't his fa ult, though:
We have not expressed ourselves as clea rly as we ought to have. Ours
is not a ve ry sophisticated theological trad ition. I suspect. however,
that the oneness of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit-and, ultimately, of
the exa lted Saints with them-is richer and deeper even than the
perfect unity of pu rpose that Latter-day Saints typically, and correctly,
asc ribe to the Godhead . An d with the increasing acceptance of the
doctrine of "social trinitarianis m," at least some revisionist circles in
mainstream Christianity may be mov ing in a direction more congenialto the teachings of the mode rn prophets and apostles of the restored church.6 The other difference between what Father Vajda, for
the sake of convenie nce. refers to as the Latter-day Saint doctrine of
"exaltation» and the patristic doctrine of theosis is genuine and more
fundamental. (Indeed. the first difference. to the extent that it exists

5. I'm gra teful 10 my (oworker Krislian Heal for bringing the thesis 10 my anention.
6. Someone (any takers?) should write an orientation to social trinitarianism for a
scholarly or interested lay Latter-day Saint audien(e. The rise of sodal trini tarian ism is an
extremely interesti ng and, from my viewpoin t, heal thy phenomenon.
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at all, might actually be reducible to the second.) It involves the church
fath ers' concept of creation ex nihilo-the very concept that Keith
Norman sees as creating a fundamenta l inconsistency and tension in
Athanasius's view, and a concept which, most modern scholars now
concur. is relatively late and wholly nonbiblicaI.7
"Members of the LOS Church," Father Vajda promises near the
beginning of his thesis,
will discover unmistakable evidence that their fundamental
belief about human salvation and potential is not unique or
a Mormon invention . Latin Catholics and Protes tan ts will
learn of a doctrine of salvation that. while relatively forei gn
to their ears, is nevertheless part of the heritage of the undi vided Cath oli c Church of the fi rst millennium. Members of
Eastern O rthodox and Easte rn Catholic Ch urches will discover on the American continent an amazing parallel to their
own belief that salvation in Christ involves our becoming
"pa rtakers of the div ine naturc."8
In his co ncluding paragraph, alluding to the inflammatory and
sensationalistic anti-Mormon propaganda film created by the lamentable Ed Decker in the early 1980s, Father Vajda observes that

7. Norman, Deijic{l!ion: 'the Contem of Ath,masian Sorfri%gy, develops this as a
major subtheme. On the doctrine of crCClfio ex nihilo in particular, see, among others,
Ke ith Norman , ~ Ex Nihilo: The Development of th e DO(lrines of God and Creation in
Ea rly Christia ni ty,~ BYU Slud;es 17f3 ( 1977): 29 \ -3 18; ~e also th e brief discussion and
numerous references given at Daniel C. Peterson and Slcp hen D. Ricks, Offenders for Cl
Word: How Ami-MormOn5 Play Word Games 10 Arlack the Laller-day Sainl$ (Sal t La ke
City; Aspen Books, 1992),95-96; Daniel C. Peterson, '·Does Ihe Qur 'an Tcach Creation Ex
Nihilor' in By Study and Also by Failh: Essays ;n Honor of Hugh W Nibley, ed. John M.
Lundquist and Stephen D. Ricks (Salt Lake City: Deserel Book and fARMS, 1990),
I ;584-6 10. Gerhard May's important SchQp[ung aus dem N i(hls i5 now available in English
as Ge rhard May, Creatio Ex Nihiio: The DoC/rille of ~Crealion our of Norhillg" in EClrly
Chri11Uln "Thought, trans. A. S. Worrall (Edinburgh; Cla rk, J994).
8. Jordan Vajda, ~'Partakers of the Divi ne Nature': A Comparat ive Analysis of Patrislic and Mormon Doclrines of Diviniz.ation~ (master's thesis, Graduate Theological Un ion,
1998),14.
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the Mormons are truly "god makers": as the [LOS J doctrine
of exaltation explains. the fulln ess of human salvation means
"beco ming a god." Yet what was meant to be a term of ridicule has turned out to be a term of approbation, for the witness o f the Greek Fa thers of the Church ... is that they also
believed that salvat ion meant "becom ing a god." It seems
th at if one's soteri ology ca nn ot accom modate a doct rine of
hu man divin ization, then it has at least implicitly, if no t explicitly, rejected the heritage of the early Christian church
and departed from the fa ith of first millennium Christianity.
However, if that is the case, those who would espouse such a
soteriology also believe, in fa ct, that Ch ristian ity, from about
the second century on, has apostatized and "gotten it wrong"
on this core issue of human salvation. Thus, ironically, those
who would excoriate Mormons for believing in the doctrine
of exaltation actually agree with them that the early church
experienced a "great apostasy" on fundamental doctrinal
questions. And the sup reme irony is th at such persons
shoul d probably investigate the claims of the LOS Ch urch,
which proclaims that within itself is to be found the "restoration of all things."9
Rather striking words, especia lly coming as they do from a Dom inican priest. The presence on North American so il of this "amazin g parallel" to ancient and Eastern Christian belief does indeed demand a response from anti -Mormon critics rather more substantial
and serious than their usual cry that it represents unchristian and unbiblical blasphemy. Such claims simply will not withstand informed
scrutiny.
The parallels between ea rly doctrines of theosjs~which appear
not only in the church fathers but, mutatis mutandis, in earlier Jewish
sources-and the relevant doctrine of the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Sai nts are nothing short of st unning. As Roger Cook, who
is pursuing important further research on this subject, points out, if
9. Ib id .• 94-95.
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it is appropriate to describe the Latter-day Saint concept of exaltation
as the belief that the righteous can become gods, with the sa me power,
holiness, glo ry, and righteousness that are manifested by the divine
beings who surround God-that is, by the heavenly assembly or the
council of the godslO-then that concept is essentially an exact match
with very ancient Judeo-Christian teachings. II Sin ce God and hu mankind are of the same species in both early Judea-Christian thought
and in the teaching of the Ch urch of Jesus Christ, th ere is no ontological ba rrier to prevent men from becoming essentially like God. 12
Obviously, as Cook maintains, the implications are explosive.
Reintegration of the ancient doctrine of theosis into Western Christendom would force a reexamination of many of the presuppositions
held by mainstream Christians for many centuries. The doctrine challenges "orthodox" Christian soteriology, anthropology, and theology,
and, if one wishes to remain faithful to the biblical texts interpreted
in its light, demands a comprehensive revolution in Ch ristia n thought
generall y.13 Moreover, the burden of proof now appea rs to rest on
those of the "orthodox" or "classical" Christia n tradition (1) 10 demonstrate why the position advanced by the modern prophets and
apostles of the restoration is heretical, despite the extensive evidence
according with it from ancient Jewish and Christian texts, (2) to justi fy later "orthodoxy's" rejection of so fun damentaUy important a belief, and (3) to expla in why that rejection should not be taken as stark
evidence of apostasy fro m the teachings of the ea rly church.
10. On which, see Daniel C. Peterson, ~'Ye Arc Gods': Psalm 82 and John ]0 as Wit·
nesses to the Divine Nature of Humankind," in The Di$dple al Schola r: EJ5ays on Scriptu.re
and the Anci~nt World in HQllQr of Richard IJoyd Anderson, ed. Stephen D. Ricks. Donald
W. Parry, and Andrew H. Hedges (Provo. Ulah: FARMS, 2000). 47 1-594.
11. I summarize Roger Cook's position here primarily fro m a post on the Zion's
Lighthouse Message Board (pub26.ezboard.com/bpacumenispages). reacting to Jordan
Vajda's masler's thesis.
12. The lack of such an ontological barrier is a major theme of Peurson, '''Ye Are
Gods.'"
13. The interesting movement among some Protestant thwlogians called "Free Will
thei5m~-another development which many Laue r-day Saints would find both intense ly
in teresting an d congenial-is moving in the rig ht di rection but still has some distance to
go before it will accord fully with andent Judeo·Christian ideas on God and his nature.

INTRODUCTION • XV

I would go further still and say that the appearance of this "amazing parallel" to early lew ish and Christian thinking represents a very
serious challenge~one of many-to those who would prefer to reduce Joseph Smith and his teachings to the early nineteenth-century
environment as redacted by a creative psychopath or religious charlatan. Such an explanation, to my mind, simply isn't capable of bearing the burden they wish to impose upon it.
Do Joseph Smith's works represent "American apocrypha"? Not
in the sense that his critics would use the words. But if we remember
that the Greek apokryphos originally means "hidden," and that it can
be used both literally to refer to treasures and figuratively to describe
hidden wisdom, I'm willing to grant that the term is precisely applicable. The opposite of apokryphos is phaneros, which signifies that
which is "open," "plain," "visible:"'c1ear,""known." From the day he removed the plates of the Book of Mormon from their hiding place on
the side of the Hill Cumorah, Joseph Smith's mission consisted. to a
very large extent, of making manifest that which had once been hidden.1 am in awe of his achievement, and deeply grateful.
Editor's Picks
As recent tradition dictates. , now recommend a pair of items
treated in the present issue of the Review and, much less significantly,
offe r my own ratings. The pickings were somewhat slim this time.
Most of what is discussed in the present issue simply cannot be recommended, except, perhaps, for use on camping trips. Nonetheless. I
feel comfortable with our recommendations. What follows is the
scale that I use in our rating system:
Outstanding, a seminal work of the kind that appears only
rarely.
*u Enthusiastically recommended.
~* Warmly recommended.
,.. Recommended.

>tu>t

Having established our scale, I now offer my unavoidably subjective ratings for the books that I feel we can recommend from the
present issue of the FARMS Review of Books:
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,. Arvin S. Gibson, Fingerprints of God
,.,.,. John A. Tvedtnes, The Book of Mormon and Other Hidden
Books: "Out of Darkness unto LighF'
I express my appreciation to those who have made this issue of
the Reyiew possible. Most of all, I'm grateful to the reviewers for their
uncompensated work. I also wish to thank the indispensable Shirley
Ricks, production editor since the beginning, and the inimitable Alison
V. P. Coutts. director of publications for the Foundation for Ancient
Research and Mormon Studies and its new parent organization, the
Brigham Young University Institute for the Study and Preservation of
Ancient Religious Texts. Others who have lent their talents in the
production of this issue include Angela D. Clyde, Tessa Hauglid,
Paula W. Hicken, Shannon E. Murdock, and Linda Sheffield.

A

SEEMINGLY STRANGE STORY ILLUMINATED

Kevin L. Barney

n 2 September 1829, Abner Cole, working under the pseudonym
"Obediah Dogberry," began publishing a weekly newspaper in
Palmyra called The Reflector. In that paper he printed sa rcastic comments about the Book of Mormon before its publication and before
he had even seen it. In the 29 December 1829 issue, Cole began to
publish serially a pirated copy of the text of the Book of Mormon in
violation of Joseph Smith's copyright, thus forcing Joseph to make a
special tfip to Palmyra from Harmony, Pennsylvania. in order to
compel Cole to cease and desist. Following the 22 January 1830 issue.
Cole did stop publishing the Book of Mormon text itself, but he continued to publish his caustic commentary, including a parody he cruled
the "Book of Pukei," which appeared in June and July of that year.!
In the 6 January 1830 issue, Cole responded to a communication
from someone styling himself " Plain Truth" with a series of six
weekly articles, each under the title "Gold Bible." Cole, who did much

O

I. See Richard L. Bushman, Joseph Smi th and the Beginnings of Mormonism (Urbana; Universi!y of Illinois Press, 1984), 108-10, 120-24; and Russell R. Rich, ~ The Dogberry Papers and !he Book of Mormon," nYU Studies 10/3 ( 1970): 315-20.

Review of lohn A. Tvedtnes. The Book of Mormon and Other Hi(l;'
den Books: "Out of Darkness unto Light." Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2000.
xii + 266 pages. with two appendixes. annotated bibliography. and
subject index. $14.95.
~~

2 • FARMS REVIEW OF

BOOKS

13/1 (200 1)

to popularize the sobriquet "Gold Bible," explained the origin of the
term in the 11 January 1830 issue of The Reflector:
We inadvertently neglected in our remarks last week, re~
specting this wonderful work, to accompany them with the
explanation requisite to a co rrect understanding of it. The
appellation of "Gold Bible" is only cant cog nomen that has
been given it by the unbelievers-for be it known that this
Book, as well as the sacred volume which is held so valuable
by all good Christians, is not without its revilers and unbe~
lievers-hy way of derision. 2
In the 27 February 1830 issue, Cole tosses out the following off~
hand insult:
Diabolical. Our readers must be aware of the great diffi~
cuhy we labor under in translating our foreign correspon~
dence. The inspired man who wrote the "Gold Bible" on
"plates of brass" in the "refo rmed Egyptian" language, on ac~
count of its brevity, as we are informed, through the medium
of one of these pseudo-prophets, never had half the trouble
that we expe rience in deciphe rin g the un seemly scrolls of
this dark representative of old Pluto's domain. 3
These quotes from Cole illustrate the beginnings of what would become a longstanding pattern in anti-Mormon literature of rejecting
even the barest possibility thai the Book of Mormon could be what it
claims, because those claims involve the seem ingly ridiculous notion
of ancient writing on metal (and gold at tbat!). The prospect of writing on metal plates was so foreign to modern cu lture that a flippant,
dismissive wave of the hand was felt to be all that was needed to reject the Book of Mormon as having any basis in reality.
lohn A. Tvedtnes's recent book, The Book of Mormon and Other
Hidden Books, is the latest addition to a significant corpus of Mor2. As quoted in francis W. Kirkham, A New Witness for Christ il1 AmeriCCl (lnde·
pendence, Mo.: Zion's Printing and Publishing, 1942), 27l.
3. Ibid., OS.

TVEOTNES,HIDDBN BOOKS (BARNEY) •

3

mon literatu re responsive to this superficia l cr iti cal perspective. In
his acknowledgments (see pp. ii-iii), Tvcdtncs mentions many of the
church leaders and scholars who, from an LDS perspective, pio ·
nee red studies of ancient writing on mctallic plates, including Orson
Pratt, Franklin S. Harris J r.,~ Ariel L. Crowley,S Hugh W. Nibley,6 Paul
R. Cheesman/ Mark E. Petersen,s and Thomas Stuart Fe rguson. 9 I
was glad to see thai the in troduct io n to th is volume was written by
H. Curtis Wright, whose backg round in lib rary science brought a
much· needed bibliographical soph istication to the fie ld, something
previous ly lacking in some of the early pioneering efforts. 10 In his
notes, Tvedtnes also mentions the work of contemporary LOS schol·
ars, such as C. Wilfred Griggs,ll William J. Hamblin,12 John W.

4. See Franklin S, Harris Jr., HOthers Kept Reco rds on Metal Plates, Too,HImtructor
(Octobe r 1957): 318-21.
5. See Ariel L. Crowley, About the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: De~ret News,
1961).
6. In numerous writings TI'cdtncs cites throughout his notes.
7. Sec Paul R. Cheesman, HAnoe nt Writing on Metal PJates,~ Ensign (October 1979):
42-47; and Alrcient Writing on Me/al Plates: Archaeologi{al Findings Support Mormon
Claims (Bou ntiful, Utah: Horizon, 1985).
8. Sec Mark E. Petersen. Those Gold Plates! (Salt Lake City: Bookcnft, 1979).
9. See Thomas S. Fnguson. "Gold Plates and the Book ofMo rmon,~ Improvement
Era (April 1962): 232-33. 270-71. On Ferguson's later disill usionmen t, sec Stan La rson,
Quest for the Gold Plates: Thoma~ Swart Ferguson's Archaeological Search for the Book of
Mormon (Salt Lake City: Freethinker Pre» in as$OCiation with Smith Rcsearch. Associates,
1996). reviewed by John Gee in KThe Hagiography of Doubting Thomas,M FARMS Review
of Books 1012 (1998): 158-83. See also the addendu m by John L. Sorenson to John Gee's
~A Tragedy of Errors," Refiew of Book~ 011 the Book of MormQn 4 (1992): 117~19 .
10. See H. Curtis Wright, KMetallic Documents of Antiquity,~ BYU Studies 10/4
(1970): 457- 77; and "Ancient Burials of Metal Documents in Stone Boxes," in By Study
and Aha by Faith: ES5ilY5 in Honor of Hugh W. Nibley. ed. John M. Lundquist and Stephen
D. Ricks (Salt Lake City: Deseret nook and FARMS, 1990),2:273-334. This artide was
ba~d on Wr ight's earlier study, AnrTent Buriab of Metallic Foundation Documents in Stone
Boxes (Champagne, III.: University of Illi nois, 1982), 1-42.
11. See C. Wilfred Griggs, ~Thc Book of Mormon as an Ancient Book," in Book of
Mormon Authorship: New Light on Ancient Origins, I'd. Noel B. Reynolds (Provo, Utah:
BYU Re ligious Studies Center, 1982),75-10 1.
12. See William J. Hamblin, «Sacred Writings on Bronze Plates in the Ancient
Mediterranean" (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1994).
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and William J. Adams Jr.14 Tvedtnes points out that Gordon
B. Hinckley, as a young missionary, wrote an article for the Improvement Era in which he discussed the existence of inscribed metal
plates from the ancient Ncar East in the British Museum (see p. ii ).ls
Given the extensive literature on the subject, as I began to read
this book r wondered whether we needed yet mo re material. I won4
dered whether this book might be beating a dead horse. I soon came
to realize that the proverbial horse is very much alive and could still
use a good beating. Wright addresses this very issue in his introduction. He describes a situation involving the parents of two daughters,
onc a Mo rmon in Illinois and the other a Baptist in Missouri. Their
Mormon daughter taught them the gospel from the Book of Mo r 4
man . and they were receptive to it until they moved to Missouri.
where the ir Baptist daughte r began to attack what they had been
taught by her Mormon sister. A prominent part of this attack was the
claim that no one in antiquity had ever written anything on metal of
Welc h /~

13. ~ John W. Wtlch, "Doubled. Staled. Witnessed Documents: From the Ancient
World to the Book of Mormon," in Mormons, Scripture, (md the Allciellt World: Studies ill
Hom)r ofJohn L. Sorenson. 00. Davis Binon (Provo. Utah: FARMS. 1998). 391-444.
14. See WiUiam J. Adams Jr., "Lehi's Jerusalem and Writing on Me tal Plates; /ouffJal
of Book of Mormon Studies 3/1 ( 1994): 204-6; and "Marc on the Silver Plates from Lehi's
Jeru5alem,~ JOllrnal of Book of Mormon Studies 4/2 (1 995): 136-37. See also the discussion
in John Gee and John A. Tvedtnes, "Ancient Manuscripts Fit Book of Mormon Patlern.~
Insights (February 1999): 3-4.
15. [wanted to read the Hillckl~y article, but Tv~dtnes did not give a citation for it.
The point is perhaps moo t for me, howeve r, because living in Illinois, I have great difficulty getting my hands on mate rial from the Improveme/1/ Era (in fact, my local libra ry
was u n abl~ to fill my last interlibrary loan requ est). Elsewhere, Tvedtnes has described
how when he wrote his "Hebraisms in the Book of Mormon: A Preliminary Survey,~ BYU
Studies 6/ 1 ( 1970): 50-60. he did nOt know about prior work along these lines, such as
Thomas W. Brookbank, ~Hebr~w Idioms and Analogies in th e Book of Mormon,H
Improvement Era 13 (1909~1 0): 117- 21, 234-39, 336-42, 418~20, 53$-43; 17 ( 1914):
189-92; and E. Craig Bramwell, "Hebrew Idioms in the Small Plates of Nephi,H
Improvement Era (July 1961); 496-97, 517. See John A. Tvedtnes in FARMS Review of
Books 611 (1994); 34 n. 39. In the volume under review, Tvedtnes also rem inds us that the
first Englis h translation of the Apocalypse of Abmham appea red in the pages of the
Improvement Em in 1898 (see p. 170). 1 applaud the fact Ihat the church has made the
Ensign available on its Web sit~; my hope is that at some point the ge ms hidden among
decades of the Em might also be made more broadly availabl~ in electronic format .
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any kind. Although it seems remarkable to me that someone would
make such an assertion, upon reflection I can see how such a notion
could arise, for two reasons. First, it would be very difficult eithe r to
suppor t or to exclude this proposition using noth ing more than an
Interne t search, as the father in the story attempted to do. Second,
ant i-Mormon literature tends to ignore current LDS scholarship and
relies instead on dated, anti -Mormon sources, many of which did
make such c1aims.!6
If I had any lingering doubt about the need for cont inued work
in this field, it was dispelled by an article I recently saw on the
Internet, written by Thomas J. Finley, critiquing Hugh Nibley's essay
that compares the Lachis h Letters to the Book of Mormon.lt In this
piece, Finley tries to take advantage of the fact that Nibley's essay,
originally published in 1982, is somewhat dated, having relied on the
edirio princeps of the Lachish Letters published in 1938 by Harry
Torczyner.!8 In 1935, eighteen ostraca (pottery fragments ) with in script ions in ancient Hebrew were discovered at the site of the ancient fortress city of Lachish, and three addit ional ost raca were d iscovered in 1938. These letters date to about 590 B.C. (i.e., with in a
decade of the time Lehi and h is family left Jerusalem and roughly
contemporary with Jeremiah).

16. As an illustration, Wright (se~ p. xii) points to co ntinu~d uncritical re l ianc~ on
Baptist lectures against Mo rmonism delivered in Salt Lake City in 1885. Se~ Marti n T.
Lamb, The Golden Bible; or, the Book of Mormon: Is It From God! (New York: Ward and
Drummond, 1886).
17. S~ Thomas}. Finley, uA Review of Hugh Nibley's Comparisons between the Book
of Mormon and the Lachish Letters· (1998), available at www.irr.orglmit/ni bley.html.
This paper was o rig inally delivered to the Society for the Study of Alt~rnate Religions
(SSAR) at the annual meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society, 19 November 1998,
Orlando, Florida. Finley, who holds a Ph.D. from UCLA, is professor of Old Testament
and Semitics at Talbot School of Theology in La Mirada, California. The essay being critiqued is Hugh W. Nibley, "Two Shots in the Dark,~ part i, uDark Days in Jerusalem: The
Lachish Lellers and the Book of Mormon ( I NephL),» in Book of Mormon Authorlhip.
103-21. Finley uses the FARMS reprint edition of 1996.
18. See Harry Torczyner, Lachish I (Tell Ed Duweir): The Lachish utters (London:
Oxfo rd Unive rsity Press, 1938). To rczyner later changed the spelling of his name to
Tur-Sinai,
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Ostracon IV begins as follows:
May Yahweh bring my lord this very day good tidings! And
now, in accordance with all that m y lord hath written, so
hath thy servant done. I have written on the door [deleth] in

accordance with all that [my lord] hath directed me. 19
The meaning of the word deleth in the third line of the ostracon, translated neutrally here as "door:' is somewhat uncertain in this context.
Most scholars have interpreted the word in light of Jeremiah 36:23:
And it came to pass, that when Jehudi had read three or four
leaves Idelathoth, plural of deletli], he cut it with the penknife,
and cast it into the fire that was on the hearth, until all the roll
[megillahJ was consumed in the fire that was on the hearth.
Although the basic meaning of Hebrew deleth is "door," in this passage the word is generally understood to refer to columns of a scroll,
apparently from a similarity of appearance between columns and
doors. In fact, English column derives from Latin columna, based on a
similarity of appearance between a column of text and a pillar.
Finley quotes Nibley as remarking (following Torczyner) that
since potsherds "do not lend themselves to convenient ruing, ... the
contents of important Lachish Letters were duly abridged for transfer
to the official archives ... in the form of delathoth. "20 Finley subsequently reports that, according to Nibley's reading of Torczyner, the
term deletll originally meant a "doorboard " and then developed the
meanings of a "board, plaque. plate, or tablet." Citing Nibley further,
"Torczyner finds the root meaning of the Accadic word edeln
from wdl, ydl, 'to lock or shut,' the collective noun indicating
things locked, hinged or joined together-a reminder that
the very ancient codex form of the book was joined pages of
wood. ivory or metal:' From this Nibley concludes, "The scanty

19. The translation is from D. Winton Thomas, ed., Documents from Old Tt5ttlment
Time, (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1958), 216.
20. Finley, ~A Review of Hugh Nibley's Comparisons."
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evidence, confined to the time of Jeremiah, is enough to justify specula tion of the possibility of the de/alllotlI being such
'plates' or metal tablets as turn up in the Book of Mormon
story."21
Finley would like to be able to follow Torczyner in taking deleth
in Ostracon IV.3 merely as a sheet of papyrus or parchment, precisely
as the term is used in Jeremia h 36:23. 22 But the scholarly li terature
forces him to acknowledge the view of many scholars, based on Ugaritic and Phoenician parallels, that de/eth here may refer to some sort
of writing tablet. 23 Finley does not seem to fully app reciate that the
conclusion of the scholarship he cites is the very basis of Nibley's conjecture. He concludes this part of his argument, "It is unlikely that the
wax notebooks used by the ancient scribes ever amoun ted to anything
like an 'a ncient codex form' with 'joined pages of wood, ivo ry. or
metal.'" Here, though, he simply displays his ignorance of the con struction of ancient wooden writing tablets_ Such tablets were indeed
joined together by leather or metal hinges (and in fact were put together very much like doors). The outer edge of the boards was raised
so that the wax writ ing surface on the face of the boa rds would not
be affected when the leaves were brought together into the closed position (precisely the way one would close a modern book along its

21. Ibid.
22. In my view, Finley is correct (conlra Nibley's tentative suggestion ) that a scroll is
involved in the Jeremiah text . Three or four columns were cut from the scroll at a time,
which then burned in the fire; this does not suggest anything other than a papy rus or
parchment roll (no twith$tanding Niblcy·s focus on the usc of a knife to do the cutting).
Conversely, I believe th at Nibley (cont ra Finley's preference) is co rrect that deleth in
Lachish Le tt er IV.3 mOSf likely refers to some son of writ ing tablet. Note in this case that
the writing was ~on the ddeth" ('al ha-delelh), which does not work if delcth means "column" here. There would be no reason to call a roll of papyrus or parchment itself a dererh;
the word o nly works in 1hat co ntext if it is a refere nce to one or mo re columns. Finley
ciles A. Baumann as taking rldelh as "columns of a scroll" for Jeremiah but a "slate~ or
"board covered with writing" for the Lachish leifer; I agree with the distinction in usage
Baumann draws here.
Z:t In addition to the sources noted by Finley. note also that Semitic /lelelh comes
inlo Greek as ddlOS, "writin g tablet." The triangular capital letter delta was in the shape of
a cerlain type of ancient wriling tablet.
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spine). And wh ile it is true that most such writing tablets were made
of wood. they could also be made of ivory or metal. as Nibley indicates. 24 I would freely concede that N ibJey's argumen t is based on
"scant evidence" and is a "speculation." as he himsel f stated. Nevertheless, Nibley's argu ment remains a distinct possibi li ty. and Finley's
failu re to fully grasp Nibley's argument see ms to have been based on
his own fundamental ignorance of ancient writing tablets. 25
Finley next quotes Ernst Wurthwein 26 to the effect that the Copper
Scro1l 27 rep resents a "specia l exception" in usi ng metal as an ancien t
wr iting surface (though not for a biblical text). This part of the pape r
is simply embarrass ing because it is obvious that the Copper Scroll is
the sole example of anc ient writing on metal of which Finley has any
knowledge. Finley devotes a paragraph to establishing that the Copper
Scroll dates not to the time of the "alleged" Nephi but to the first cen24. For a basic explanation of the construction of wooden wri ting boards, s('( Keith
Mescrvy, "Ezekiel's 'Sticks,'" Ensign (September 1977): 22-27, and "Ezekiel's Sticks and the
Gathering of Israel." E7IIign (February 1987): 4-13. Brian E. Keck, " E:rekiel 37. Slicks. and
Babylonian Wriling Boards: A Critical Reappn isalt Dialogue 23/1 ( 1990): 126-38, rejects
both ( I) the Septuagin l uadit ion that translates the Hebrew word 'tJ~ in Ezekiel 37 with
Greek rabdos (~ rod~ ), 3S well as (2) the targumim, which translate that word with Aramaic /ulra' (Utablet. writing board"). Keck would ta ke 'its in that passage as literally referring to a "stick" one would pick up off the ground, seeing this as a highly symbolic action.
While I woul d agree with Keck's reject ion of Meservy's Akkadian linguistic argument, I
nevert heless would follow the targumic tradition as a much more meaningfu l symbol of
the reunificat ion of the divided kingdoms (i.e., the folding together of the leaves of a
wooden writing board). This would enable the two sticks aClUaUy to be<::ome uone stick
Ile<tls 'eclriidJ in Ezekiel's hand in the presence of the people. No similarly symbolic effect
wou ld be possible with two twigs.
2S. Finley writes, "My understanding is that the 'notebooks' to which he refers were
covered with wax." While th is is a correct statement, it is hardly controversial, so his qualification with the words "my understanding" appea rs to reflect some unctrtainty on his
pan as 10 how these tablets worked and were assemb led. Finley quotes Baumann, who described "the common folded double boards as being "very similar in appearance to a
doub le door.~ Finley was apparently unable to conceptualize what Baumann was describing, which was no doubt the basis for Nibley's allusion to the uancient codex form."
26. See Erost Wurthwein, The Text of tire Old Ttstament: An Inlroducri(Jn to the Biblia
Hebraica. trans. Erroll F. Rhodes (Gra nd Rapids: Eerdma ns, 1979), 7.
27. Finley neg lects to correct Wurthwein's er ror and places the Clipper Scroll in
Qumran Cave I. The rea lity, as indicated by its siglum (3Q 15), is that the Copper Scroll
was r«overed from Cave 3.
H

H
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tury A.D. (as if any Lalter~day Saint author had ever suggested otherwisc).23 He allows that "certai nl y we ca nn ot say metal writing ma terial in antiquity was impossible, since the Copper Scroll does at least
offer a broad analogy" (t hereby confirming that he knows of no
other example). He nevertheless st resses the gap in time, the different
genres, and the fact that the Book of Mormon plates would have to
have been more extensive than the Copper Scroll. He also emphasizes
the scroll form of the Copper Scroll rather than its being "plates," apparently unaware tha t "Copper Scroll" is really a misnomer. A1though
the copper text was discovered in a rolled condit ion (and since the
rest of the discoveries were pa rch ment or pa pyrus "scrolls," it was
natu ral to call this the "Copper Scroll "), in contrast to the parchment
or papyrus Dead Sea Scrolls, it certainly was not intended to be regularly rolled and unrolled. The refo re, a more apt t itle wou ld be the
"Copper Plaque" or the "Copper Plate," reflecting the fact that under
normal circumstances it was intended to lie fl at. 29 In any event, the
differences between the Copper Scroll and the Book of Mormon plates
are certainl y releva nt, and they do establish that the Copper Scroll is
not a precise example of the fo r m of plates involved in the production of the Book of Mo rmon . Yet I am unaware of any informed
Latte r-day Saint who has ever made such a claim. The Copper Scroll,
even by itself. is sufficient to demonstrate that importan t archival
records associated with the tem ple were wri tten on metal, at least in
the Roman period. 30 But the Copper Scroll need not stand alone as a
28. Finley seems to be unaware of the controversy over whether the Opper Scroll predates or postdates A.D. 70. and the significance of the answer to that question for deter mini ng just what the Opper Scroll represents. 5« P. Kyle McCarter Ir., · The Mystery of the
Coppe r Scroll.~ in Undemanding the Dead Sea Scrolls. ed. Hershel Shanks (N~w York:
Vi ntage. 1992).227-41. McCarter also addresses the geniza h concept mentioned below.
29. See Joseph A. Fi(~myer. RespellSes 10 101 QuesliollS Or! Ihe Dead Sea Scrolls (New
York: Palilist, 1992),35- 36.
30. Even if the Copper Scroll were an ancient fantasy, it presum ably would have bet:n
fashioned after the form of authenlic temple reco rds. Otherwise, it is diffiCl.llt to imagine
why someone would have bothered going to the difficulty of engraving the text on metal.
Michael Wise. Manin Abegg Jr., and Edward Cook, The Dead Sea Scrolls: A New
Trar!slatiorr (San Francisco: Harpt'rSan Francisco, 1996).5. note tha t "coppt'r and bronze
were common media of choice fo r the archival records of temples in the Roma n period.~
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witness; despite Finley's ignorance, we now know of thousands ll of
documents from antiquity that were written on metal.
My point in pursuing this brief review of the first part of Finley's
paper is that if Finley-who holds a Ph.D. from a prestigious univer·
sity, is a professor at a theology schoo!, and writes with at least a veneer
of scholarship--is so ill informed on the subject of ancient writing on
metallic plates. how much marc likely is it that the average lay person
has not even the first due as to the nature of this ancient practice?
Accordingly, I repent of any thought I eve r had that further studies
along these lines might be superflu ous and unnecessary. Clea rly we
need more widely disseminated information concerni ng ancient
writing on metal plates, preferably presented in a form accessible to
nonspecialists. The new book by John Tvedtnes fill s this need.
The Tvedtnes volume would be a welcome addit ion to the literature even if it did nothing more than add new examples of ancient
writing on metal plates to our existi ng catalog. But in fact, while it
does do this, it also does much more. The virtue of this well-conceived
study is its breadth. Instead of focusing narrowly on ancient writing
o n metal plates or burials in stone boxes, as previous studies have
done, this book approaches the story of the Book of Mormon plates
from a variety of angles, many of which have not received this kind
of substantive attention in the past. These angles include:
• The basic concept of hidden records
• The notion of records hidden specifi cally for the purpose of
coming forth in future generations
Hiding records in boxes
Sealed books
Angels as guardians of hidden books
Hiding sacred relics
Mountain repositories of records

31. T~dtnes di.~doses that Wright is currently preP<lring an exhaustive bibliography
of writings on metal plates (see p. 154). The bibliography has reached at least fifty-four
pages and documents the exi,tence of literally thousands of metal documents all O\'er the
ancient wo rld (see p. x),
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Long-term preservation of records
The concept of books in the "treasury"
In turn, Tvedtnes divides each of these broad inquiries into perhaps
a half-dozen categories of evidence, derived rrom an extensive recitation of ancient and med ieval sources. Thus, Tvedtnes "shows perhaps
fifty things about ancien t reco rds that must have been hilarious in
1830 but make perfect sense today" (p. xi).
The book itself is well des igned. In rece nt years, FARMS has
moved away from the horizon tal-striped cover style that was cha racteristic of volu mes published by the BYU Religious Studies Cente r.
That style was innovative and fresh for its time but now seems dated
and reminds me of 1970s-vintage avocado green kitchen appliances.
The exterio r and interior g raphic design of the book is state of th e
art, as has been the case with other recent titles issued rrom FARMS.
The paperback format and inexpensive price make the book easily
accessible to the LDS book-buying public.
This volume was also well edited. AJthough I was on the lookout
for errors, I noticed very few. On page 114 the Sy riac Book of the Bee
is described as a tenth-cen tury text, whereas the bibliography places
it in the early thirteenth centu ry (see p. 232). AJso, the first listing in
the bibli ography is of Livy's magnum opus Ab Urbe COlldita. T his
Latin title means" From th e Founding of the City" rather than "From
the H idden City," as the bibl iography takes it. Also, the statement that
no English translation is avallable is incorrect. Of the original 142
books, only 35 (Books 1-10 and 21-45) survive, together with some
fragme nts and summaries of the missing material; nevertheless, that
which is extan t is all ava ilable in English (fo r instance, in the Loeb
Classical Library).32

32. I only notffi a few additional infelicities: ( I) The lack of footnotes for the lastlwo
paragraphs on p. 47 seems to be an oversight. (2) On p. 48 Tve-dtnes stales that about half
of the Dead Sea SeroUs were found in Cave 4. Since something over S50 of the scroll texts
derive from that cave, substantially more than half come fro m Cave 4, ....nether we use the
older estimate of 800 texts Tvedtnes gives or more rece nt estimates of around 880. Since
the IOtal number of Dead Sea Scroll texts keeps rising as scholars identify the texts more
precisely, th is is not an error so much as a bit of obsolescence in the dlta. (3) On p. 11 3
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Although Tvedtnes gives proper attention to relevan t secondary
literature, for the most part he relies on primary sources, generally a
mark of good schola rship. The wealth of insights he has culled from
these so urces is truly impressive and makes for an interest ing read. In
order to aid the reader, Tvedtnes has supplied a near exhaustive bibli ography of the ancient and med ieval sources cited in the book. This
resource extends for some twenty-four pages and covers at least 120
texts. Each en try gives necessary background information and points
the reader to an English translation, where available. lust read ing the
bibli ography itself was fun and some thing of an education for me.
My only complaint about the bibliography is that a number of works
referenced in the book did not appear in the bibliography.)3
The sources Tvedtnes uses are wide- ranging. Geographically, although most derive from the Near East, a few come fro m as fa r away
as China. Temporally, only a handful date to around the time of Lehi
and Nephi. Some predate that time, but perhaps a majority substa ntially postdates that time, deriving largely from inter testamental ,
early Christian, and rabbinic literature. Given the variations in time
and. to a lesser extent, in place, from the origins of the Book of Mormon, it should be clea r that this evidence does not somehow prove
that the Book of Mormon is an authentic ancient text written on
metal plates. Such a demonstration would not be possible with existTved tn es says "t he Copper Scroll describes events th at took place about the ti me of the
Roman siege of Je rusalem in A. I). 70,~ but in fa ct th e Copper Scrol/ deSC"ribcs no events at
all (as correctly summarized on p. 112 ). Perhaps something like "the Copper Scrol/ relates
to events~ would have been ben er. The few other errors 1 noted are too minor to mention.
33. For the most pa rt, italicized titles in th e text were included in the bibliography,
but I noted the following exceptions: Asclepill~ (p. 17), The Key (p. IS), The Wing (p. IS),
Moreh Nebllkim (p. 2 1), Acts of Peter and the Twelve Apostles (p. SI), The Allgelic Keys
(p. 9S). Mystery of Mysteries and the Holy of Holies (p. 9S), 011 th t Gospel Clccording to St.
John ( p. 114), Tht Book of the Invisible Great Spirit (po I2S), Apocalypse of Enosh ( p. 12S),
Pseudo-Dionysius (p. 135), and Phaedra (p. !62). Some of these titles a~ lost books, and it
may be that those were not intended to be included in the bibliography; if so. a notc to
that effect would have been helpful. I would have preferred the bibliography to be truly
exhaustive and, in the case of lost books, to simply include what we know of them. I also
observed that the entry for MTalmud~ only mentions the Babylonian Talmud. Most read·
ers likely would not know that the abbreviation "TY ~ used on p. 160 refers to the
Jerusalem Talmud.
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ing evidence. The aim of this book is more modest: it is to show that,
cont rary to the long-standing caricature suggested by anti-Mormon
sources, the story of the Book of Mormon plates is "neither unique
nor strange" (p. 188) in the ancient world generally. The evidence
amassed by Tvedtnes certainly demonstrates the plausibility of Joseph
Smith's account of the origin s of the record.
Prior to the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls. scholars often used
rabbinic sources to elucidate the Semitic background to the New Testament, despite the fact that those sources postdated the New Testament by centuries. The rabbinic sources were simply the best avaiJable
evidence at the timc. They were not a perfect source of information,
but what else could one do? Now that the Dead Sea Scrolls are available, they provide an important control on the application to the
New Testament of insights gleaned from rabbinic literature as well as
a direct source for such insights themselves. Although Tvedtnes's
sources are not perfect for the task of illuminating the origins of the
Book of Mormon, much like the rabbinic sources used to elucidate
the New Testament prior to the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls,
they do provide the best currently available information. Perhaps
someday someone will discover an extensive temple archive dating to
the end of the seventh century B.C. in Jerusalem that will provide
more direct evidence for the way records were kept in that time and
place. Until that day comes, Tvedtnes's study is the next best thing.
Since the publication of Tvedtnes's book, some discussion of it
has appeared on the Internet. If the book should go into a second
edition, two issues raised by this discussion would be worth addressing. First, it would be helpful to have some more specific analysis of
the extent to which parallels adduced in the book might be connected to Book of Mormon culture-by diffusion or otherwise-----or
rather are to be explained by polygenesis (that is, independent development from morc than one source).3. Tvedtnes has commented

34. This point was raised by Brant Gard ner in a brief review posted on Scripture-L
on 11 January 200 l. Th( post is available at the list ar,hivcs. whkh may be found at
www.topi.a.com/tists/scripture-I/read?sort ... d&start ... 1562 under "Other Hidden Books
( mini - review ).~
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that he did not actually sea rch fo r the parallels set for th in the book;
rather, he came across them serendipitously over time while pursuing
othe r research and wanted to make the information available to others.35 Although an analysis of the ty pe suggested was no t part of the
book Tvedtnes set out to write, I would certainly be interested in his
comments o n this subject.
Second, while the purpose of the book was to describe numerous
ancient and medieval parallels to certa in unusual aspects of the coming fo rth of the Book of Mormon, it would also be worth addressing
th e q uestion of whether Joseph Smith could have derived these unusual charac teristics from ideas current in his nineteenth-centu ry
upstate New York culture. Historically the larger and more persistent
criticism has been th at no (or few) ancient parallels to the Book of
Mo rmon account exist-a criticism Tvedtnes's book demolishes.
Mo re recently, however, it has been claimed that Joseph could have
derived these ideas (books inscribed on metal plates buried in stone
boxes, and so forth ) from sto ries that were then current in his environme nt. Like Tvedtnes, my in itial reaction to these arguments was
that the Book of Mo rmon elicited such universal shock and disbelief
from so many quarters when it came forth that it was unlikely that
these ideas were circulating at the ti me and place of the book's publicatio n. It is possible, howeve r, that these co ncepts were known in
some small subset or subsets of the culture. It would be useful to devote some space in a future edit ion to a consideration of the sources
that have been put fo rward as co ntaining such nineteenth-century
parallels. l6

35. Tvedtnes's explanation can be found in a post forwarded to Scripture-L on
12 January 200 I. Further discussion of this and the following point ntay be fOlllld on a
message board called Zion's Lighthouse at pub26.ezboard.comffpac umen ispagesfrm 16
.show Mess3geRange1topicl D=48.topic&start= I &stop=20.
36. The argument for a nineteenth-ce ntury environmental sou rce for inscribed,
buried metal plates is made in Dan Vogel, Indian Origins and the Book of Mormon (Sal t
Lake City: Signature Books, 1986). 18-19, and Brent Lee Metcalfe, uApo logetic and Critical Assu mptions about Book of Mormon H istory,~ Diu/ogue 2613 (1993 ): IS7, At least
four possible nineteenth-century sources that conceivably could have influe nced Jose ph
Smith have been put forward:
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A good illust ration of the type of evidence Tvedtnes offers in this
volume is from the Apocalypse of Paul. According to the bibliography
(see p. 229), this is a document attribu ted to the apost le Paul, de ~
scribing his vision of the heavens that he alluded to in 2 Corinthians
12:l --4, and it existed early enough to have been known by Augustine
(fou rth century A. D. ) . The preface to one version of the accou nt
reads as follows:
In the consulate ofTheodosius Augustus the Younger and of
Cy negius a certain respected man was living in Tarsus in the
house which had once belonged to St. Paul; an angel, appcar ~
ing to him by night, gave him a revelation telling him to
break up the founda tions o f the house and to make public

A. Solomo n Spaulding's fictional account of finding twent y-eight parchment rolls
written in Latin in a small cave, thei r having been deposited there by Roma n $01dieTS from the age of Constantine. See Kent P. Jackson, ed., Manuscript Found: The
Complere Original "Spaulding Manu5l:ript" (Provo, Utah: BYU Religious Studies
Ct'nter, 1996). To learn why th e Spaulding theory of Book of Mormon origins is
considered bankrupt by the vast majority of Book of Mormon scholars (i ncl uding
even th e more responsible criti cs), see the introductory essay by Rex C. Reeve Jr.
(ibid., vii- xxxii) and the literature cited there.
B. Ethan Smith's stories of Ameri nds burying ancient records, recorded in Etha n
Smith, View of the Ilebrews; or the Tribes of Israel ill America (Poultn ey, VI.: Smith
and Shute, 1825),2 17 and 223. See the introduction and li terature cited in Charles D.
Tate Jr., ed., View of the Hebrew,: 1825 211d Edition: Complete 1ext by Ethan Smith
(Provo, Utah: BYU Religious Studi es Ct' nter, 1996).
C. A story related by an Indian about copper and brass plates with writing on them
that we re buried with ce rlain me n, as recounted in James Adair, The History of the
Ameriam ImlilillS (London: Edward and Charles Dilly, 1775), 179.
D. Comments abo ut ancient Hebrew reco rds set forth in Johann Jahn, Biblical Archlleology (Andover. Mass.: Flagg and Gou ld, 182)}.
Pending further discussion of the maller, I refer the read er to William J. Ha mblin , "An
Apologist for th e Criti cs: Brent Lee Metcalfe's Assumptions and Methodologies,~ Review
of Books on the Book of Mormoll 6/ 1 (1994): 434-523, fo r a response to these claims. In
fact, while resea rching materials for the prese nt review, I came upon the following statement by Metcalfe: "Based on Josephus and P/i'ly, Jahn speculated that ancient Hebrews
went so far as to wri te their sacred books in gold.~ See Metcalfe, ~Apologetic and Critical
Assumpti o ns,~ 157. I was therefore bemused when I then saw the Jahn passage quoted in
full context in Hamblin, "An Apologist for the Critics,~ 468, which makes it clear that Jahn
was talking about writing in gold ink. not writing on plates of gold metal.
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what he found. But he thought th is was a delusion. However,
the angel came the third time and scou rged him and compeUed him to break up the foundatio ns. And when he had dug
he discovered a marble box which was inscribed on the sides;
in it was the revelat ion of St. Pau l and the shoes in which he
used to walk when he was teach ing the word of God. But he
was afraid to open the box and brought it to a judge; the judge
accepted it and sent it as it was, sealed with lead, to the emperor
Theodosius; for he was afraid it might be something else. And
when the emperor received it he opened it and found the revelation of Saint Paul. Afte r a copy had bee n made he sent the
original manuscript to Jerusalem. (pp. 18S-86)
The correlations between this account and that of Joseph Smith are
sufficiently obvious that they were noted by non-LDS scholar Willis
Barnstone, who wrote of the Apocalypse: "The details of the discovered scriptures call to mind the detailed evidence associated with the
discove ry of Mormon scriptures in New York state."J7 Tvedtnes discusses this text both in connection with reco rds hidden in stone
boxes (see p. 39) and in connection with the angelic administration
of records (see pp. 99-\ 00). Appendix I contains an extended treatme nt of th is particular text based on a brown-bag lecture given by
Steven W. Booras of the Center for the Preservation of Ancient Religious Texts (CPART). Booras notes several details in this account that
paraUel the record of Moroni's visi ts:
• Both heavenly messengers visited th ree times in a single
even ing.
• The purpose of both heavenly visita tions was to reveal the
location of buried records.
Both records were bu ried in sealed stone boxes.
• Both records were accompanied by other relics.
• Both Joseph and the young nobleman were told to ma ke
the records public. (pp. 186-87)
37. Willis Barnstone, ed .• The Other Bible (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1984 ).
537.
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Booras also poin ts out some obvious differences between the
accou nts:
• We do not know if the young nobleman was a prophet.
• We are unaware why Paul's record came forth at that time
in history or if this angelic visitation was under any direct
authority from God.
• Although relics were found in both boxes, they were considerably different.
• It is not clear on what medium the Apocalypse of Paul was
written. (p. 187)
Although this is a particularly dramatic example, parallels of this
type are multiplied a hund redfold in Tvedtnes's book. J8
Wi th tha t basic overview of the book in place, at this point I will
mention some of the things I found pa rticularly interesting. Rabbi
Abraham Eleazar, in his 1735 alchemical work, wrote that at the time
the temple was destroyed, in A.D. 70, the secret books of the Jews
were written on copper tablets and concealed at the entrance to the
holy of holies, beneath a stone two cubits in depth that was marked
with the Hebrew wo rd for "fire" (see pp. 18-19). The rabbi copied
this material from copper onto tree bark. As Tvedtnes observes, the
eminent twentieth-century Jewish scholar Raphael Patai, in retelling
the story, notes: "The idea that sacred texts were originally inscribed
on metal tablets recurs in the Mormon belief that the Book of Mormon came down inscribed on gold tablets. Important documents
were in fact inscribed on metal tablets and preserved in stone or marble
boxes in Mesopotamia, Egypt, etc." (p. 19).
Tvedtnes draws an interesting analogy between inte rment of the
dead in tombs and the burial of records in the ground: "Just as the
dead will be resurrected, so too the records will come forth . .. .
Sometimes, as in the case of the Book of Mormon, the concealed
documents are placed in a coffin-like box" (pp. 24-25).
38. Tvedlnes nOtes a principle that must be kept in mind throughout this book: ~We
need not assume that all of these tales are true, but the antiquity of some of them suggests
that the concept was known andently~ (p. 101).
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I was unaware that David Whitmer claimed to have seen the
stone box where the plates were buried (see p. 3 1). A basic illu stration of records kept in boxes is provided by the ark of the covenant,
wh ich held not on ly the tables of the covenant but ot her records as
well (see p. 33). Tvedtnes describes the ark and the temple symbolism apparent in the cab in ets (called "arks") that hold scrolls of the
Torah in synagogues, including "a small curtai n representing the veil
that separated the holy of holies of the anc ient temple or tabernacle
(where the original ark of the covenant was kept) from the rest of the
sa nctuary" (p. 35).
I was a bit concerned when I began to notice references to the Book
ofJasher (starting at p. 49). I was relieved to find in the bibliography entry (see p. 240) that Tvedtnes is simply citing it as a thirteenth-century
A.D. production in Spain and not as the ancient Book of lasher men tioned in the Bible.39 Since Tvedtnes incl udes medieval sou rces in this
study, the inclusion of material from lasher seems appropriate enough.
In the section on sealed books, Tvedtnes describes two types of
sealing: physically sea ling a document shut, as by applying an im pressed wax or clay seal, and secret ing a book in a hidden place. I
tho ught Tvedtnes displayed a deft to uch in his description of "t he
words of a book that is sealed" from Isaiah 29: 11 -14 (sec pp. 59--60).
The discussion of the "book written with in and on the backside,
sealed with seven seals" (Revelation 5: 1) from the Revelation of lohn
was also interesting (see p. 63). In th is connect ion, one of the Dead
Sea Scrolls (4Q550) mentions a scroll sealed with "seven seals of the
ring of Darius, his fathe r" (pp. 63--64).40
I was particularly pleased by Tvedtnes's chapter on "Angels as
Guardians of Hidden Books." A common question one hears is "What
happened to the gold plates?" The answer, of course, is that the angel
39. See Edward J. Brandt, "The Book of lasher and the lauer· day Saints,n in
Apocryphal Writings and the Larter.day Saints, ed. C. Wilfred Griggs (Provo. Utah: ayU
Religious Studies Center, 1986), 297-318. Tvedtn~s mentions eady lDS interest in the
Book of /lHher on p. 170.
40. I was unaware of the possible connections of Ihis scroll with the book of Esthe r,
which Tvedtnes notes (see p. 63). This was in teresting 10 me in light of the oft-repealed
commonplace that the book of Esther was not found among the scroll•.
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Moroni took them back. Whe never I give this simple reply, however, I
imagine in my mind's eye the questioner turning into Dana Carvey's
Saturday Night Live character the "Chu rch Lady." arching an eyebrow
and saying, "Well , isn't that conveeenient!" I fo und Tvedtnes's discussion of angel ic care for sac red records to be very helpful in fu lly understanding the Book of Mormon account.
Tvedtnes describes a kind of precedent for the Copper Scroll (see
p. 113). A certain text describes how the vessels of the Jerusalem temple
were hidden away when the Babylonians conquered fcrusa lem in
587 B.C. The text describes how "Shi mmur the Lev ite and his associates listed on a copper tablet the sacred vessels and the vessels of the
Temple wh ich were in Jerusalem and in every place." These vessels
were to remain hidden "unt il the advent of a legitimate king for
Isracl."41
Although Tvedtnes concentrates on primary sources, I would
have added a citat ion to the classic study by lohn Welch to his discussion of the Narrative ofZosimos (see p. 134).42
Tvedtnes tell s the fascinat ing story of the Shapira documents
(see p. 138).l n 1878, a Jerusalem merchant named Moses Wilhelm
Shapi ra learned of some Arabs who, fleeing authorities, hid ou t in a
cave in Wadi Mujib. to the east of the Dead Sea. T hese Arabs sold
Shapira fiftee n dark leather strips cut from scrolls they had found in
the cave. The st ri ps conta ined texts from Deuteronomy and o ther
books of the Pentateuch. written in paleo-Hebrew script. Because
these texts contai ned va riations from the established Masoretic text.
au thorities pronounced them fraudulen t. Humil iated and faced with
the possibility of financia l ruin for his purchase of the strips. Shapira

41. Tvedt nes cites Jo hn C. Reeves, Herald of ThaI Good Realm: Syro·MC50potamian
Gn05i5 and Jewi5h Tradi/iom (Leiden: Brill, 1966), 152-53. This underscores the conti·
nuity of such practices in pre-printing press antiqu ity and also ilIustrat(S why the Copper
Scroll has somewhat more diC«"! relevance to the Book of Mormon than Finley would allow.
42. Sec John W. Welch, "The Narrative of Zosimus (History of the Rechabites) and
the Book of Mor mon,~ in Book of Mormon AUlhonhip Revi5ited; The Evidence for Ancient
Origill5, ed. Noel B. Reyno lds (Provo, Uta h: FARMS, 1997),323-74, which is a revised
ve rsion of John W. Welch, "Th~ Narrative of Zosimus and the Book of Mormon ,~ BYU
Stl/diE!; 22/3 ( 1982): 311-32.
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committed suicide in March 1884. Of course, in light of the discovery
of the Dead Sea Scrolls six decades later, scholars wou ld very much
like to examine thi s material; unfortunately, the whereabouts of the
strips is unknown,
In the section on writing on metallic plates (see p. 149), Tvedrnes
points out that the practice is mentioned in Isaiah 8: I; the verse speaks
of writing on a polished meta l plate with an engraving 1001 (the key
terms being mist ranslated as "roll" and "pen" in the KJV). He also
notes a treaty between the Jews and the Romans in the second cen tury
B.C. that was inscribed on bronze plates (see 1 Maccabees 8:22),
The brass plates had been kept in "the treasu ry of Laban," Keeping books in a "treasu ry" may sound odd to us, but, as Tvedtnes details (see pp. 155 and fo llowing), it was a common practice anciently,
such a "treasury" ofte n being analogous to what today we would
call a "library." I would add to his discussion the thought that English
"thesaurus" literally means "treasury" (i.e. , a treas ury of words) and
derives from the Greek thesallros (" treasure, storeroom"). In this section Tvedtncs also describes variations on the theme of the genizah, a
repository for worn synagogue se roUs, such as the genizah of the Old
Cairo synagogue in Egypt. There, at the en d o f the nineteenth century, Solomon Schechter of Ca mbridge d iscove red copies of a text
known as the Damascus Document that would later turn up among
the Dead Sea Scrolls (see pp. 156-67).
The foregoin g is but a brief sampling of the many fascinating insights Tvedtnes gleans fro m an ex tensive corpus of the literature of
ant iquity that relate to the slory of the coming forth of the Book of
Mormon. This book not only conveys extensive information (which I
always apprecia te) but also provides significant insights that seem
perfectly obv iou s only after you learn of them (my favorite kind).
Tvedtnes has a real talent for being able to read the Book of Mormon
in creative. new, and fulfillin g ways.43 Every student of the Book of
Mormon, from those with serious resea rch interests to the more casual reader, should obtain and read this excel lent study.
43. Compau the well-conceived essays 83thered togt'ther in John A. Tve<ilnes, The Most
Correct Book: Insights [rom (I Book o[Momlon Scholar (Salt Lake City: Cornerstone. 1999).

THE LEGEND AND LEGACY OF FAWN BRODIE

Louis Midgley

Does anyone hear the sound of axes gri nding? If so, don't
fret. There ain't nobody here but us psycho-historians.
Jack Chatfield l
hough Fawn McKay Brodie 2 forged a reputation as a controversial psychohistorian. it is her 1945 biography of Jo seph Smith}
fo r which she has always been known among Latter-day Saints. She
thought of herself, and has been portrayed by cultu ral Mormons. as
an "objective" historian 4 who had taken the measure of "the Mormon

T

I. Jack Chatfield, "No Ma'am, ThaI's Not Hislory,n Niltionai Review 34fl (221anuary
1982); 52, a review of Fawn Brodie, Richard Nixon: TIle Shaping of His Character (New
York: Norton, 1982).
2. Fawn McKay Brodie was President David O. McKay's nitee.
3. Brodie, No Mau Knows My History: The Life of Joseph Smith, the Mormou Prophet
(New York: Knopf, 1945). A second editio n, whi ch was revised and enlarged, was pub.
lished in 1971 and issued in paperback in 1995.
4. The claim Ihatthere is or can be an "objective~ (o r detached, neutral, balanced,
disinterested) history or that historians can or should be ~o bject ive" has been shown to
function as a myth often employed by partisans to warrant their own (while discredi ting
co mpeting) accounts. See i'eter Novic k, That Noble Dream: The "Objectivity Question"
and the Ameriam Historical ProfesSion (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988).

Review of Newell G. Bringhurst. Fawn McKay Brodie: A Biographer's
Life. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,J999. xviii + 350 pp:~
with bibliographies and index. $29.95.

22 • FARMS REVIEW

OF B OO KS

I3/ 1 (200I)

prophet." Her dea th on 10 January 198 1 was followed by tributes in
which she was depicted as a heroic figure who had co urageously liberated herself from bondage to the mind-numbin g religious ortho doxy of her parochial childhood and who had thereby set in place
among Latter-day Sa ints what one of her admirers called "a new cli mate of liberation." ~ Fawn McKay Brodie: A Biographer's Life-t he
latest and most co mprehensive of these tributes to Brodie-consti tutes a substantial addition to the tiny academic specialty that might
be called "Brodie studies."
Newell Bringhurst6 confesses to having had what he describes as
a "litera ry affair with Fawn M. Brodie" (p. xiv). His interest in Brodie,
as he emphasizes, is driven by his own personal identification with
her. He sees "cl ear parallels between [his] own life and hers" (p. xiv),
which he spells out in some detail. He describes the matter in the following way:
As teenagers, both Fawn McKay [Brodie] and I questioned
basic Mormon beliefs. Both of us married outside the Mormon faith, O ur basic disbelief was reinforced as a result of
care ful research into certa in disturbing aspects of Mormonism's historical past. In Brodie's case, this involved meticu lous research over a period of some seven yea rs into the life
of Joseph Smith, wh ich caused her to conclude that Mormonism's fou nder was a "conscious imposter," a fraud. (p. xiv)
Bringhurst does not maintain that Brodie's disbelief was caused by
"research" on the Mormon past, merely th at it was thereby "re inforced." Instead, he traces the roots of Brodie's alienatio n from the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints back to hcr childhood.
Neither the content nor the style of Bringhurst's writing betrays
his own "sense of moral out ra ge" toward the faith in which he was
S. Sterling M. McMurrin, "A New Climate of Lilxration: A Tribute to Fawn McKay
Dialogue 1411 (198 1): 73- 76. For oth~r similar plaudits. see George D. Smith Jr.,
~M~mori~s of Brodie,n Dialogue 1414 ( 1981 ); 7-8; and Richard S. Va n Wagon~r, ~Fawn
Brodi~: The Woman and H~r Histo ry,~ SunS/one, July-August 1982, n-37.
6. Bringhurst is an instructOr in political science and history atl he ColI~ge of the
Sequoias, Visalia, Californ ia.
Brodie,~
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raised (see p. xiv). His obsession with Brodie is with the person he
once described as the "quintessential critic of Mormondom."7 The
other aspects of Brodie's career arc merely accessories to (and the oc·
casion for) the story he strives to tell about her st ruggle to free herself
from bondage to what she pictured as a dreadfully constraining,
parochial Mormon environment. Though his sympathy for Brodie is
never far from the surface and is obv iously a controlling bias, Bring.
hurst is cautious in describing her life and times. As he moves be·
yond his introductory remarks, he seems rather dispassionate about
his subject. He boasts that, despite his "dose, intense relationship
with Fawn Brodie," he has striven "to deal with her life in a co mpre·
hensive and objective, yet sensit ive, manner" (p. xv). Ifwe ignore his
appeal to objectivi ty, which remains part of the mythology of some
historians but is now widely recognized as not of genuine cognitive
significance or logical coherence,8 we find that he does seem to have
been both sensitive and quite comprehensive in his treatment of
Brodie.
For thirteen years Bringhurst has been deeply involved in the
study of Brodie's life and times. His passion has led to the publication of eleven essays.9 He carries much of what he has previously
7. Newell G. Bringhurst, "Fawn McKay Brodie: Dissident Historian and Quintessential Critic of Mormondom," in Diffedng Visions: Dissenters in Mormon History
(Ur bana: Unive rsity of Illinois Press, 1994 ),295.
8. Critics tend to assert, when dealing with prophetic truth claims, that only secular,
naturalistic explanations approach what they label "objectivity." Such claims amount to
propaganda employed to disc redit competing accounts, and they often underpin questionbegging that takes the place of argument, careful marshaling of evidenc:rs, and testing of
conjectures.
9. Bringhurst's interest in Brodie has yielded the foUowing essays: "Fawn Brodie and
Her Quest for Independe nce," Dill/ague 22/2 (1989): 79-95: "Applause, Attack, and
Ambivale nce-Varied Responses to Fawn M. Brodie's No Man Knows My Hislory," Utllh
Historical Qlltlrterly 57/1 ( 1989): 46-63: ~Fawn M. Brodie-Her Biographies as Auto·
biography," Pacific Historical Review 59/2 ( 1990): 203-29; "Fawn M. Brodie, ' Mormon·
dom's Lost Generation,' and No Man Knows My History," Journal of Mormon History 16
(1990): 11-23; "Fawn M. Brodie as a Critic of Mormonism's Policy toward BJack.s-A
Historiographical Reassessment," John Whitmer Historical Association Journal J I (199 1):
34-46; " Fawn Brodie's Richard Nixon: The Making of a Controversial Biography," California History 70/4 ( 199 1-92): 378-91: "'The Renegade' and the 'Reorganites': Fawn M.
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written into his biography of Brodie, with editorial polishi ng.JO
However, those familiar with Br inghurst's earlier work will find new
informat ion in A Biographer's Life. And, wha tever its limitati ons, I
am confid ent that the book will become a stan dard source for information on Brodie. It also provides a useful wi ndow into a segment of
cultu ral Mormonism.
Mining the Sources
Bringhu rst has assembled his account of Brodie's life from what
is cu rrently available in collect ions deposited in several archives. He
supp lements these by many interviews and conversations with her
fam ily and her close associates. His research has been extensive, and
his account of Brodie yields an auste re version of the legend that has
come to surround her name. Unfortunate ly, he d id not interview
Brod ie's cri tics-he ignores or barely mentions some of the recent
literatu re critical of her Mormon historyI I-and he apparently made
li ttle effo rt to cons ult their papers (or published accounts). But he
discloses her quirks and ambitions; something of her va nity, infl ex ibility, and emotional problems; her passion for accumulating wealth;
Brodi~ and He r Vari~d Encou nters with th~ Reorganized Church of jesus Christ of Laner
Day Saints,H John Whitmer Hi5torirol M50ciatiQrl JOIJfJlal12 ( 1992); 16-30; ~Fawn Brod i~'s
Thoma5 JeffeT5fm: The Making o f a Popular and Controv~rsial Biography,» Pacific
Hi,toriwl Review 62/4 (Novembt' r 1993); 433-54; "Juanita Brooks and Fawn Brodi~
Sisters in Mormon Dissent," Oialogue 27/2 (1994); 105-27; KFawn McKay Brodie;
Dissid~n t Historian,H 279-300; "Fawn M. Brodie and Deborah Laake: Two P~rspectiv~s on
Mormon Feminist Dissent," John Whitmer Historical A550ejllrion Journal 17 (1997):
95- 112.
10. "Applause, Attack, and Amhivalenc~,~ for example, is more (or less r~produc~d in
A Biugrllphtr's Life.
II. For ~xampl~, when Bringhurst tells th~ story of the r~CO"l'ery of some of the
/oS(ph Smith Egyptian Papyri, he allows Brodie to vem h~r spleen about how th~ church
would, if and when it got hold of them, supp ress those texts (pp. 188-89). He neglects to
m~n t ion that lohn Gee has shown, in "The Suppression of th~ Joseph Smith Papyri," a pa·
per rldiv~r~rl to the Mormon History Association, Park City, Utah, 1994, thai for fourte~n
y~ars Brodie and her fri~nds had known the wh~reabouts of those items and were within
a lett~r or phone clil of having ac~ss to them. Instead, Bringhurst says in a not~ that Gee
~discusses the ~bb and flow ofBrodi~'s inter~st in th is issue du ring the 19505 and 1960s
(p. 303 n. II).
H
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her love of controversy; and her troubled family. These do not yield
an especially heroic portrait.
Despite his admiration for Brodie. Bringhurst docs not mimic
her way of telling a story. He is not inclined to speculate about her
motivations nor does he try to delve into her inner life-he has not
fashioned a psychobiography.lnstead, he has provided a chronicle of
events, told essentially from Brodie's perspective. He has not written
a mere apologia. He reveals things about her that 1 wonder if we need
to know. I must admit that I did not want to know what the young
Brodie presumably told her sister about how she managed to "keep
[her} hands away from [her] privates" or of her mother's alleged response to such things (p. 34). But because Bringhurst mentions
Brodie's later problem with her own sexuality. which plagued her
marriage and sent her to a psychoanalyst for therapy, I suppose this
information was relevant to the story he wanted to tell, even if
Bringhurst does not connect these bits of information into a coherent pattern or explanation. From my perspective, Bringhurst should
have concentrated more on Brodie's inteUectual endeavors, since it is
these that make her interesting.
Unlike Brodie, Bringhurst subscribes to the notion that where there
is no text (or text analogue), there can be no genuine history, only mere
fiction. He does not just invent his history on the basis of a theory he
has fashioned. And his account is not often built around what he imagines must have happened or on what he thinks Brodie or someone else
may have reasoned or felt. Moreover, unlike Brodie's biographies,
Bringhurst's account of her life refrains from literary embellishment.
Bringhurst's bias is manifested in the way he reports some incidents, however. For example, when he claims that certain members
of the History Department at UCLA mist reated Brodie, he adopts
her own assessment of the situation. But I wonder if Bringhu rst is
entire ly correct in this matter. Some in that department doubted
both the significance and the quality of her biographies. In any Case,
that story, much like everything else about her, is told from her perspective. Perhaps this is proper. since Bringhurst is intent on telling
her story her way. But the reader might have been alerted to other
and perhaps superior viewpoints.
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Regarding Brodie's personal life, Bringhurst reports near the end
of A Biographer's Life that
throughout her life Brodie was given to moods of depression.
She was "inclined to fall into moments of bleak despair," she
told one newspaper reporter in 1974, noting, "There's a mel ancholy that always comes through in pictures of me." Such
moods were a major factor-along with problems in sex uality-that had sen t her into psychoanalysis in the 1950s,
with the treatment continuing into the 1960s. (p. 268)
He has thus chosen to reveal many details about Brodie, her husband,
her children, and her extended family. However, he has done this in a
judicious manner, without sensationalizing his discoveries.
Bringhurst has made no effort to link Brodie's bouts of depression to her mother's psychotic episodes, her mother's treatment with
electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) and various (eventually successful)
attempts at suicide, or the similar problems that afflicted her grandfather George Brimhall. Nor docs Bringhurst not ice that Brodie's
hostility to ECT for her mother (who apparently suffered from bipolar disorder) and her insistence on psychoanalyzing her mother
seem to have been grounded on an erroneous diagnosis of what was
a very real problem. He is, however, somewhat less reticent about describing the immediate and extended McKay family.
Bringhurst describes the peculiar McKay family home and the
curious culture of Huntsville, the Mormon village in which Brodie
was raised. He also describes Brodie's somewhat dysfun ctional immediate family while celebrating her struggle fo r what her friend
Da le L. Morgan described as a "liberation from the oppressions of
Mormon orthodoxy."12 Even though Bringhurst identifies with Brodie,
he has provided a comprehensive, if not particularly critical or analytical. description of the life and times of one of the chief icons of
cultural Mormonism. And hence those who share my interest in an12. Dale Morgan, letter 10 Fawn Brodie, 1946, in Dale Morgan on Early Mormonism:
Correspondence and a New Hi5wry, ed. John Phillip Walker (Salt Lake CiIY; Signature
Books,1986),121.
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tagon ists who were nurtured in Mormon surrou ndi ngs will fin d
some enthralling info rma tion in A Biographer's Life.
Attacking the Church
Bringh urst traces Brodie's ea rly development as she moved at age
fi fteen from Hu ntsv ille to Weber College (then operated by the
Church of Jesus Christ); to the University of Utah (see pp. 36-54);
back to Weber College, whe re she taught English for a year when only
nineteen (sec pp. 54- 57); and then on to the University of Chicago for
a master's degree in English litera tu re, which she completed by the
time she was twenty (see p. 59). While she worked on this degree,
which Bringhu rst cla ims gave her "ex.cellent tra ining in historical
methodology" (p. 59), she met Berna rd Brodie. an expert on mil itary
tactics, who was a charmi ng, b right. articulate. passio nate , ass im ilated Jew.13 Seem ingly out of consideration for her mother, Fawn and
Bernard were married in August 1936 in a ward meetinghouse in
Chicago (see pp. 59, 63), though both were alienated from their religious roo ts. The wedd ing took place withou t Be rnard's es tranged
family putting in an appea rance (see pp. 63-64).
Soon after her marriage, Brodie fas hioned a c riticism of the
Chu rch of Jesus Christ tha t took the form of an essay assail ing what
is cu rren tly caBed the chu rch welfare prog ram (see pp. 65-67). This
brief item was publ ished in 1938 under the pseudonym "Martha
Emery."14 Brodie fleshed ou t opinions that I believe were more or less
previously sketched by Dean Brimhall, her "favorite uncle" (p. 67). who
was known as a critic of the church, pa rticularly of the welfare system.
Later in 1938, Brodie set out to explain what she imagi ned were
the sou rces fo r the Book of Mormon (see p. 71). And th is undertaking

13. From Bringhurst's discussion, it ~ppears that Bernard Brodie came from a dysfu nctional family. His estranged parenlS Urejecled all aspeCIS of Jewish religious belief and
praclice~ (p. 60). His father insisted that "all rel igions~ are kbased on fraud and designed
to gouge money out of people~ (p. 60). Yet the Brody family-Bernard changed his name
to Brodie to sever links with Judaism-ushopped in Jew ish-run stOfes and even ate kosher
meat, thus remaining at least culturally Jewish~ (p. 6 ]).
14. kMormon 'Secufity:~ Nalion 146 (12 February (938); 182-83.
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soon required her to explain Joseph Smith. She was eventually duly
excommunicated for apostasy. Bringhurst tries to sort out what led
Brodie into fashioning a natu ralistic account of the Book of Mormon
and Joseph Smith's prophetic truth claims. He also describes he r
other literary efforts, her brief academic career in the history department at UCLA, and her eventua l death from cance r. Bu t what concerns Bringhurst is not her career as a controversial biographer but
her role as a critic of Mormon matters,
Bringhurst demonstrates that, by the time she was married,
Brodie was already "alienated from the Mormon Church" (p. 63 ),1 5
thus confounding rumors that Bernard Brodie was the source of his
wife's hostilities toward the church. If anything. Bernard Brodie might
have toned down some of the rhetoric in her account of Joseph Sm ith
(see especially p. 2B9 n. 115; cf. pp. 149, 151, In, 238). Bringhurst sees
signs of Brodie's disaffection during her childhood in Huntsville. Be
that as it may, it turns out that her estrangement from the Church of
Jesus Christ matched her husband's own alienation from Juda ismneither caused the other.
A more likely source of Brodie's alienation from the church was
the immed iate influence of her emotionally troubled mother, whom
she once described as a "quiet heretic" (p. 20). One can also see the influence on Brodie of Dean Brimhall, her der isive, opinionated uncle.
Some branches of the Brimha ll family seem to have been full of resentment over real or imagined slights by the Brethren and were just
itching for a fight with the church. Bringhu rst shows that some (but
not all) of this domestic host il ity to the church was focused on con dit ions in which the immediate family lived while in Huntsville, as
well as on what they seem to have cons idered the injust ice of having
to live as McKays in what he calls "genteel poverty" (pp. 24, 31-33).
Not having money to go with the vaunted McKay name troubled
Brod ie and her sisters. who also ended up at odds with the church.
They blamed David O. McKay (and the chu rch) fo r their financia l
IS. Bringhurst always refers 10 the ~ Mormon
Jesus Christ of Lalter·d~y Saints.

Church~

and never to the Church of
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and prestige problems. Only Brodie's brother seems not to have gone
down this road. When attempting to understand what took Brodie
out of the ch urch, one must not, of course, overlook the influences of
her mother (pp. 20--21) and also of other members of her immediate
family, who were apparently steeped in resentments that were more
or less focused in subtle ways on Mormon things.
Targeting the Book of Mormon
What seems to have drawn Brodie's attention to the Book of
Mormon? Bringhurst has assembled the clues with which one can
begin to answer thi s question. First, he reports that in 1981 Brodie
described a conversation she had with a girl from Price, Utah, which
presumably took place between 1932 and 1934. This girl was, accord~
ing to Brodie, "the first non-Mormon that she had known" (p. 51).
From this girl, according to Brodie's recollection nearly fifty years
later, she learned that "the American Indians were Mongoloid in origin, [a nd [ that scholars universally rejected the Mormon claim that
Native Americans were 'descended from migrants from ancient
Palestine'" (p. 51 ). t6 This led to what Brodie described as her "earliest
shock of the intellect" (p . 5 1). From this and other Brodie reminiscences, Bringhurst surmises that "the seeds of Fawn's doubts were
subt ly being planted, although the full flowering of her skepticism
would burst forth only after research into American Indian origins
years later" (p. 51).
Bringhurst relates a story told him by Brodie's daughter, Pamela,
describing her mother's arrival at the University of Chicago. "One of
her roommates," who was not a Latter-day Saint, did so mething that
brought to her attention the "truth" about Joseph Smith and the Book
of Mormon. When Brodie tried to explain the Book of Mormon to
her gentile roommate, the girl challenged her account of the "golden
plates" by asking what happened to them. When Brodie. according to
16. [n [981 . Brodie found nothing problematic with what she recalled being told
aboul both Latter-day Saint beliefs and scholarly opi nions nearly fifty years <'arlier. Her
remarks are taken from "II All Happened Very Quietly," in Remembering. the UniveNity of
Ulilh. ed. Elizabeth Haglund (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1981),86.
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this account, explained that the plates had been taken away by an
angel, "the roommate rolled her eyes, and Fawn, suddenly realizing
the p reposterous natu re of the story, experienced what she later described as a moment of truth" (p. 63). We might conclude that Brodie
suffered from a latent form of Mormon self-hate and hence was vulnerable to the corrosive influe nce of gentile mockery.
According to Bringhurst, Brodie's "second epiphany came as are·
suit of her own investigation of American Indian origins. Up to this
time," he claims, "Fawn believed-in confo rmity with Latter-day Saint
doct rine-that Native Americans were remnan ts of one of the tribes
of Israel, a view asserted within the Book of Mormon" (p. 63). It is.
however. not asserted "with in the Book of Mormon" that all Native
Americans-from Alaska to Newfoundland and on to Braz il and
Chile and so for th-came from the migrat ions described in that
book. Likewise, it is questionable to claim that "Latter-day Saint doctrine" is that all Native Americans arc solely the "remnants of one of
the tribes of Israel." Brod ie may have believed such things, as does
Bringhurst and possibly as do some of the Sa ints, but much mo re
could and should have been said about these dubious claims.
Does the Book of Mormon, as Brod ie believed, claim to provide
an accoun t of the so-called lost tribes or even "one of the tr ibes of
Israel"? Put another way, we can ask if Brodie criticized the Book of
Mormon on the basis of a primitive and confused understanding of
its contents. Unfort unately, Bringhurst does not confront such issues.
One way to test Brodie's understanding of the Book of Mormon,
which seems to have been naive and rud ime ntary, is to look fo r signs
of how she read it or what she saw or read into it. This is to some extent possible, since she commented on the Book of Mormon in No
Man Knows. Additionally, her ma rked copy of the Book of Mormon
is available for inspection. 17 If Bringhurst exam ined it, he fa ils to
mention having done so. Her marginal notat ions provide additional
evidence of a superficia l reading of the book. What she saw in the

17. In the Pa~rs of Fawn McKay Brodie (191S--198 1), Manuscripts Division, University of Utah Marriott library, Sal! Lake City. Ulah.
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Book of Mormon were Jndians (those Mound Builders), Masons,
quarrell ing sectar ian Protesta nts, and so forth. Perh aps one should
not fault her for having held these opinions from 1938 to 1945 when
schol arly, Latter-day Sai nt interest in the Book of Mormon was low,
although she had received some instruction that migh t have helped
her avoi d so me of her opining.18 Be that as it may, in light of the
schola rly literature on the Book of Mormon published after No Man
Knows appeared in print-some of which was readily available while
she was alive-Brodie's reading of the Book of Mormon becomes
problematic for those who want to use her opinions as a peg on
which to hang their unbelief or for those who see her as having dealt
crushing blows to the Book of Mormon.
It did not, apparently, occur to Brodie that the Book of Mormon
cou ld contain a complex and subtle account of a world quite unlike
the one she had imagined, one unlike what both the Saints and their
critics often attribute to it. Both groups have tended to see things in
the Book of Mormon that, in Richard Bushman's wo rds, "a re not
there,"19 and, unfortunately, both have sometimes failed to see things
that arc there. Much of what one finds in a text is influenced, if not
deter mined, by the assumptio ns and expectatio ns the reader brings
to it. Hence, if one is so inclined, it is possible to find in the Book of
Mormon a tale about Mound Builders or the lost tribes of Israel, an
autobiographical account (or accounts) of Joseph Smith and his own
family, or even the theological quarrels going on in western New York
in th e 1820s. Brodie tried to account for the Book of Mormon by
reading it in these ways, and she did this because she assumed that
the book was fraudul e nt . She thus read the book through the lens
provided by her dogmatic secula r bias. That she was a gifted writer
simply obscures th e fact that she was not, as she imagined, letting the
sources speak their truth through her as a kind of neutral and hence
18. Bringhu rsl repOrts thai Brodie studied the Boo k of Mormon at Weber College
with Leland H. Mo nson. She was fond of Monson (see pp. 38-39). For an idea of what he
may have taught in this course, see his Life jn Ancjent America: A Study of the Book of
MOrmDrI (Sal t Lake City: Dcseret Sunday School Union, 1946).
19. Richard A. Bushman, Joseph Smith alld the Beginnings of Mormonism (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1984). 133.
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objective observe r. Brod ie blasted away at believers because she
noticed that they have biases, never sensing that she had her own set
of cont rolli ng assu mptions. 20
Brod ie assu med that the Book of Mormon was merely Joseph
Sm ith's effort to invent a history of the origin of Na tive Americansall of them.21 If one begins with this assumption, of course, anyth ing
indicating that any Nat ive Amer ican is not a descendent of a "lost
tribe" fro m Palestine demolishes the Book of Mormon. She does not
appear to have questioned her hypothesis either before or after publication of her biog raphy of Joseph Sm ith. Wha t "research" did she
conduc t in the late 1930s on the origins of Native Ame ricans that
co nvinced her th at the book was fraudul ent? Ca n we now explain
why she thought she had d iscove red that the Book of Mormon was
mere "fron tier fi ction"? Or can we dete rmi ne why she thought she
could find all its sources in Joseph Smith's environmen t?
Unfo rtunately, we have only hints about the "research" Brodie
may have conducted that co nvin ced he r that the Book of Mormon
was un true. We do not know more because she destroyed all the
notes, pape rs, and drafts fo r her biography of Joseph Sm ith. 21 She
sa nitized her files. She cla imed she did th is befo re she realized that
these materials wou ld be valuable fo r fut ure scholarly purposes.23 But
I wonder if this is true. She retained eve ry scrap of pape r related to
20. For an analysis of Brodie's treatment of what she called uthe manipulation of his·
tory" by believers. see Louis Midgley, ~F. M. Brodie- 'The Fasting Hermit and Ve ry Saint
of Ign()ra nce': A Biographer and Her Legend,H FARMS Review,,! Boob 8/2 ( 1996); 171-75
(hereafte r dted as "A Biographer and Her Legend H). She dearl y did not recognize that her
own biases were grounded in trendy secular fundamen talis m, which still funct ions as the
profane "religion" of the fashionably elite culture.
21. According to Brodie, only after the loss of the 116 pages were religious mate rials
incorporated into the narrative structure of the Book of Mormon. See No Man Knows My
His/ory. 55-56.
22. Bringhurst does not ment ion Brodie's destruction of evide nce.
D. Brod ie explained to Jan Shipps that she had ~made the mi5lau a long time ago of
th rowing away [her ) notes" o n Mor mon matters. Brodie to Shipps, 18 November 196]'
located in the Brodie Papers, MS 360, box 10. folde r 10. See also Brodie's remarks to Monsignor Jerome Stuffel, 3 November 1967, located in the Brodie Papers, bQ):: 9, folder 3,
whe re she repor ts that she had thrown away all he r notes for he r biog raphy of Joseph
Smith.
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her non-Mormon publishing ventures; most of these materials are
now deposited at the University of Utah. Her explanation for dest roying her research notes and drafts of No Man Knows is questionable in light of the fact that she also destroyed the notes and drafts
for the revisions she made to No Man Knows in 1971, when she knew
that these items would be of interest to future scholars.
One possible, although quite unlikely, explanation for Brodie
sanitizing her files was that she had help from people who did not
want to be iden tified. T hese include Claire Noall (see pp. 88-89);
Vesta Crawfo rd, who for a time was editorial secretary and associate
ed itor of the LOS Relief Society Magazine (see p. 88);21 Jua nita Brooks,
who was always a believer but was friend ly with various cultural Mormons (see pp. 89- 90); and Wilford Poulson, who taught psychology
at Brigham Young Unive rsity (see pp. 90- 91) but was known to be a
critic of the foundations of the fa ith. Poulson did not want Brodie to
mention his hav ing provided her with help on No Man Knows.
Though he seems to have been in fundamental agreement with
Brodie, he offered what Bringhurst calls "severe" criticism of her
manuscript (see p. 90). Bringhurst maintains that Brodie bo rrowed
from Poulson the idea "that Joseph Smith wrote the Book of Mormon
to make money" (p. 90). Certa in things h int that Brod ie (and Dale
Morgan) did not entirely trust Poulson. They suspected that he st ill
had some emotional li nks with the faith.25 But none of this wou ld
help explain why Brodie trashed the drafts and page proofs of No
Man Knows or other similar materials related to its production.
If we do not have Brod ie's notes, papers, and drafts, what is left
to ind icate the "research" she may have conducted on the origin of
Native Americans? Bringhurst was told by Monroe McKay, Brodie's
second cousin, that when Brodie went to Chicago, she inte racted "for
the first time with a signi fi cant number of American Indians" and
"saw their clearly Oriental featu res. She came to the conclusion 'that

24. Crawford and Noall provided Brodie wilh information on polygamy.
25. Sec Dale Morgan to Madeli ne McQuown. 8 December 1944. in DIlI~ Morglln on
Early Momwnism. 72.
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the whole Book of Mormon story was false'" (p. 63) .26 Bri nghurst does
not indicate how Monroe came to know these things. Her cousin also
indicated that Brod ie's d iscovery that the Book of Mormon was false
"brought 'great bitterness' over the dece it of her childhood" (p. 63).
Could Brodie's "research" have consisted of a glance at some Nat ive
Americans, from which she then d rew a concl us ion about the tru th
of the Book of Mormon?
Bringhurst pictures Brod ie's eventual disbelief as the result of a
gradual process of "liberation" that incl uded sudden insights or moments of liberating "truth ." I think he is right on both cou nts. It
seems that she had been gradually prepared for emotionally in tense
reactions against the faith of the Saints. Bri nghurst seems to have
ide ntified these intense emotional experiences as well as ca n be done.
He has not, howeve r, attemp ted to link these reactions to her own
emotional disposition. Nor has he described the secular ideology she
adopted when she made the fi nal break with the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Sa ints.27
Bringhu rst has had to work with some fragmentary and dubious
sources as he tries to explai n what started Brod ie in her atte mpt to
provide a naturalistic account of the Book of Mormon. The explana-

26. Bringhurst also indicates that Brodie told Nephi Jensen (in a letter dated 15 February 1946) that her ~study of the anthropology of the American Indians convinced [her]
that they we re of Mongoloid rather than Hebraic origin" (.lee p. 281 n. 56). The way
Bri nghurst cites sou rces is frustrati ng. It is unfortunate that he d id not iden tify the
archive, collection, bol(, and folder for the items he dtes. The University of Utah, as a condition for use of its materials. req uires tha t the nilfTle of the pa!M' rs be identified, as ..... ell as
the bOl( and folder nu mber. I wonder if Oklahoma University Press was aware of the for mat for citations that the University of Utah tries to impose on authors fo r the use of materials in its collections.
27. Bringhurst has, however, addresst'd the question of the significance of a request
for a priesthood. blessing from her brother tha t she made shortly before she passed away
fro m cancer (see pp. 255-57). But he has not el(plained why Brodie thought it necessary
to issue a statement about this essenlially private maile r that presumably was neither unde\1ilood nor witnesst'd by her children. Did they, I wonder, somehow hear of the incident
and jump to the erroneous conclusion that their mother was r~turning \0 the church? My
feeling is that Brodie was impulsive and a kind of chameleon and that at times-when
under pressure-she toyed with the faint outlines of faith but never for long or seriously,
rather as a kind of latent superstition.
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tion that he has fashioned seems to fit what Brodie wrote about the
Book of Mormon. It is also consistent with her own later reminiscences. Bringhurst has had available to him a nicely embroidered tale
told by Brodie about an incident almost fifty years in her past.28 And
he has picked up lore circulating within her immediate family about
how she came to form her opinion of the Book of Mormon. Bringhurst has thus located, if not in exact detail, what events got Brodie
started as a critic of the book. And this is. I believe. a significant contribulion to understanding her later polished explanation of the
book. It is not. however. Ihe sort of sluff out of which a portrait of a
scholarly hero can be fashioned.
Bringhurst has not linked these pieces of "evidence," if that is
their proper designation. to the actual explanation of the Book of
Mormon that Brodie set forth in 1945. From some initial formative
experiences, which for her demonstrated that the Book of Mormon
was "frontier fiction." she eventually argued that Joseph Smith fashioned it as a way of making money, as a story about Mound Builders.
who were then eventually linked to the lost tribes of Israel. and so
forth. Brodie treats the religious content of the Book of Mormon as
an afterthought. as though Joseph Smith somehow presumably came
to more or less believe the story he had fashioned. Once her explanalion was in place, she brushed aside criticisms of her speculations as
the reactions of those somehow "emotionally trapped" in a complicated web of deceit fabricated initially by Joseph Smith. whom she
pictured as intentionally promoting a hoax.
When Lauer-day Saint historians criticized Brodie's work. she reacted with anger. For example. Bringhurst reports that in 1966
her work Iwas] under attack from Leonard J. Arrington, a
leading exponent of the so-called new Mormon history by
virtue of his highly regarded Great Basin Kingdom: Economic
History of the Latter-day Saints. In an essay, "Scholarly Studies
of Mormonism in the Twentieth Century:' published in Dia logue: A Journal of Mormon Thought, Arrington was critical
28. 5« n. 16 above.
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of No Man Knows My History. Brodie decl ined a for mal reply
to Arrington's critique, dismissing the Mormon author with
the curt observation that he was of the school that was "so
emotionally comm itted to the church that the truth will always elude [theml." (p. 179)29
In a letter to a frie nd, Brodie men tioned that she had received a letter critical of her explanation of the Book of Mormon from G. Homer
Durham, who beca me, among other things, a prom inent political
scientist, fo under of the Western Pol itical Science Assoc iation, a vice
president at the Unive rsity of Utah, then president of Arizona State
Unive rsity, and even tually a General Authority and chu rch historian.
Brodie gran ted that "Durham is no foo!." But she complained that he
"is either shamefully ignorant of the whole field of Ame rica n India n
anth ropology and archaeology and ethnology, or else has blockaded
himself behind a lot of emotional ba rriers."J{) Did Brodie assume that
she had mastered "the whole field of American Indian an thropology
and archaeology and ethnology"? It is not clear what she knew about
ethnology, anthropology, and archaeology at any point in her career.
Her papers provide little ev idence of the ki nd of concen trated study
that would have been necessa ry to master and keep up on th e literature in the fields she mentions.
Brodie was also aware of Hugh Nibley's various criticisms of her
work (and also of his subsequent defense of the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon). In 1978, in a letter to a friend, Brodie
granted that Nibley"surely had a touch of genius, and a great linguis29. Bringhurst apparently takes Brodie's language from a [elleT tha t she wrote to
Dean Brimhall, dated 18 November 1967 (see p. 301 n. 80). Brodie was reluctant to respond to substa ntive criticisms of her wo rk on Mormon origins. In this letter, she told
Brimhall that Leonard Arrington's "remarks about my own book will amuse you. I really
don't think th ere is any point in making a fo rmal reply" to tht prep ublication copy
Arrington had sent Brodie of his essay. QEither you are so emotionally committed to the
church that the truth will always dude [sicl you-or you are not. And he belongs to the
former group."
30. Fawn M. Brodie to Da[e L. Morgan, 12 May 1946, Dale L. Morga n Pa~rs, microfilm of the Bancroft holdings, manuscript roll 10, frame I SO, p. I, Manusnipls Division,
University of Utah Marriott Library, Salt Lake City, Utah.
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tic tale nt. What a pity that he was emotionally trapped by his allegiance to Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon." Then she added:
"What a pity we never sat down and talked to each other."31 In 1978
it would have been easy for such a conversation to have taken place.
Instead of seek ing productive conversations with others in which
arguments and evidences were set forth and assessed, Brodie brushed
aside her critics with sarcasm coupled to psychological explanations
of their supposed inability to free themselves from untru th , even or
especially when she recognized that they were not fools. She savaged
the critics of her book on Joseph Smith.)2
Bringhurst acknowledges that Brodie was stubborn in defending
her opinions. But somc of her mistakes were so obvious that even she
could not ignore them. In the initial printing of No Mat' Knows,
Brodie reports that the Lehi colony started their journey to America
in A.D. 600. No one who read her manuscript for her (or for her publisher) caught this (a nd numerous other) mistakes. Those who reviewed her manuscript prior to publication included Wilford Poulson,
who was asked by Brodie to read it (see p. 90), and Dale Morgan (see
pp. 94-96), who read it twice. 33 Her publishe r had Milo M. Quaife,
who was somewhat knowledgeable about Mormon things (see p. 96),
and Wilson Follett, whom Bringhurst identifies as "an in-house editor
for Knopf " (p. 96) and who knew nothing about Mormon history,
review her manuscript. Brodie hersel f later silentJy corrected this
1,200-yea r error.
But Brodie brushed aside most criticisms if they involved how
one reads a text, what one counts as evidence, or how theories point
to what might const itute evidences, often seeing criticism as the work
of those who simply cannot grant her tru th or as invalid because of
bias (see p. 179 for one cxample, but cf. p. 212). Bringhurst sees evidence that this "stubborn, inflexible side" of Brodie's psyche turned
up in her youth (p. 23). He correctly notes that "such stubbornness

31. Brodie to Evertll Cooley, 23 August 1978, Brodie Papers, box 4, folder 6B.
32. For some details, see Midgley, "A Biographer and Her Legend," 196-97.
33. I am not sure whether Morga n had been askffi by Brodie or by her publisher (or
by both) to give her manuS(ript a s«o nd reading.
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would manifest itself later as a methodological weakness in Brodie's
research and writing" (p. 23). He might be right, but I am not co nvi nced that linking so me episode (or ep isodes) in her youth to her
later intellectual proclivities is warranted. Bringhurst is correct, howeve r, in noting tnat her editors, publishers, and critics, both Latterday Saint and otherwise, saw her stu bbornn ess as a key to some of
the flaws in her writings.
Given Brodie's experience with No Man Knows and ignoring her
venture into writing brief partisan political essays, we might co nclude that she (and her publishers) real ized that being controversial
was an asset, since it helps to se ll books.34 Provocative, controve rsial
books tend to do well; hence, self-interest may have been the sou rce
of some of the controversy that marked Brodie's literary caree r. This
theory may also explain why some of her colleagues at UCLA questioned the scholarly value of her biographies.
Bringhurst seems eager to understand why Brodie often became
embroiled in controversies. Several possible answers to this question,
either alone or in some combi nation, might provide a seemingly
plausible solution. He mentions some of these, including the alternati ng episodes of depression and elation, coupled with anx iety
about marital sex, which seem to have sent her into psychoanalysis,
but they are never drawn together and assessed in A Biographer's Life.
Bringhurst might have ignored th e question of why she got into
fi ghts with scholars and instead exa mined how well she formulated
arguments, found ways to test theo ries, and so forth. He engages in
little of this kind of analysis. Sufficient textual material is available to
allow an assessme nt of the sou ndness of her approach to the Mor mon past. On this issue, he just scratches the surface.
A Minor Scholarly Focus
Afte; a brief encounter with No Man Ktlows in the early fifties,
I gave Brodie no attention until 1979, when I made a minor "con-

34. Bringhurst provides evidence to support this hypothesis (for example, see
pp.212-i3).
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Iribution"- if that is the right word-to "Brodie stud ies." She had
published in 1974 a biography of Thomas Jefferson Y' Some historians had bee n critica l of this book, and some of their criticisms
seemed 10 me to resemble what Latter-day Sain ts had written about
No Man Knows. (It turned out that the language used by these crit ics
was scathing when compared to that employed by the Sa in ts.) My argument was simple-I set out some of the complaints that some distinguished historians had made about her history and suggested that.
given the controversy su rrounding her work. it might be appropriate
for non-LDS historians to take another look at her treatment of
Joseph Sm ith,36 which I believed non-Mormon historians had viewed
favorably.
Then in the mid-eighties I undertook an inquiry into the shifts
thai had taken place since Wo rld War II in accounts of the Mormon
past. J nceded a benchmark against which to assess changes . Since
some authors claim that No Mati K,lOws constitutes a watershed or
bridge between older and newer ways of writing about the Mormon
past,37 Brodie seemed a good place to start my inquiry. I consulted
the Brodie Papers (a nd other relevant archival materials) housed in
the Manusc ri pts Division of the Marriott Library at the University of
Utah. I tried to discover (1) why Brodie felt compelled to abandon
her faith and then to write a book attacking its foundat ions, (2) how
she saw (and was seen by) LDS and other scholars, (3) who and what
influenced her, and (4) how she fashioned her work. I was also interested in what Brodie thought of cr iticisms of her expla nation of

35. Fawn M. Brodie, Thomas JeffersQn: An bltimale HislOTY (New York: Norton,
1971 ), issued in paperba<;k by Bantam Books in 1975.
36. Louis Midgley, ~ The Brodie Connection: Thomas Jefferson and Joseph Smith,~
BYU Sllulies 20/1 (1979): 59--67, which was a brief analysis of a small iample of the reviews of Brodic·s Thomas Jeffwoli. Somc silly mistakes occur in this essay. I claimed that
No Man KrlOwJ was published in \946. I did th is because the s«ond printing of her book
carries this date. And a copy editor turned Eyre Methuen-the English publisher of
ThomllS Jefferson-into the ~aul hor ~ of an unsigned review that appeared in the
EcollomisI255 (24 May 1975): 104. Sre Midgley, ~The Brodie Conn«tion;' 62 n.12.
)7. Sec, for example, Robert Flanders, ~Some Reflections on the New Mormon
HiSlory,~ Diai"Rue 9/1 ( 1974 ): 34-41.
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Joseph Smith and the Boo k of Mormon and how she responded to
accounts that differed from he r own understanding of the Mormon
past-accounts that implicitly challenged her backgroun d assumptions and conclus io ns. I also wanted to know if she had form ulated
responses to the increasingly sophisticated studies of the Book of
Mormon. I wondered if she could articulate and defend her naturalistic perspective and bias. T his was the fi rst time that I had given
Brodie more than cursory attention.
I was both pleased with and disappointed in what I discovered. I
learned that Brodie had much in common with the cult ural Mor mons I met at the Un iversity of Utah in the late fo rties and early
fift ies. They shared the broad outli nes of a regnant secu lar funda mentalism that had its roots in a positiv ism that dogmat ically excluded ser ious attention to divine thi ngs, except as ins tances of illusion or delusion. I discovered that her secular biases were linked to
her acceptance of a mythology that controlled large portions of the
hi story profession after Worl d War II. I was aware that the lead ing
cultu ral Mormons igno red or brushed aside arguments that did not
fit their secular biases. Brod ie did the same thing for esse ntia lly the
sa me reasons. I also discovered that during the sixties and seven ties I
shared with Brodie a number of opinions on issues unrelated to
Joseph Smith's prophetic tru th claims. Though I viewed the Book of
Mormon and the ch urch differently than she did, I grew fo nd of her.
In 1972, Sydney E. Ahlstrom mentioned No Man Knows in his
monumental A Religious History of the American People. He described
Brodie's treat men t of Joseph Smith as "u nequaled" and as "sympathet ic and ins ightfu l." Ahlstrom's work obv iously depended on a judicious assessment of an array of secondary litera ture. When he
briefly mentioned Latter-day Saints, he borrowed from Brodie's wellwritten nat ural istic account of Joseph Smith and igno red competing
sectarian and secular trea tments of Latter-day Saint founding events
and texts. 38 When I first publi shed on Brodie, I accepted Marvin
38. Sydn~y E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of Ihe Ameriran People (New Haven,
Conn.: Yale Universi ty PreM, 1972), 504; paperback edition (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday,
t975),1:608.
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Hill's claim th at "evi den ce of the respect" that No Man Knows "still
comma nds is provided by Sid ney [sic] Ahlstrom."39 Thus in 1979 1
accepted Hill's opinion that the "p laudits" for No Mml Knows came
"generously from professionals in the field of American history."4o
I was in thrall to part of what I call the "Brodie legend."
I had not suspected in 1979, when I first published on Brodie,
that any non · LDS historians had been critical of No Man Knows. But
when r exam ined her papers, r discovered that Hill was mistaken on
this point and , with a few exceptions, that the historians who reviewed No Man Knows had not been entirely laudatory. And I was
also not aware that, with one or two exceptions, the praise she received for No Man Knows came from writers who did not appear
qualified to judge the scholarly merits of her book.41 And, of course,
I was also not aware that objections to No Man Knows perturbed
Brodie. 42 I did not realize how sensitive she was to criticism and how
much she courted praise. Nor did I realize how stubborn she was nor
how she longed for the commercial success of her literary ventures.
Bringhurst reports that the Saturday Reyiew of Literature invited
Dale Morgan to review No Man Knows "despite his central role in the
biography's production" (p. 107). "Inexplicably, [Morgan ] accepted,"
and "not surprisingly" he was unstinting in his praise for his close
friend's work, with which he had assisted (p. 107)Y Morgan's review,
the second of more than forty to appear in print, effectively launched
the Brodie legend. Bringhurst mentions six other favorable reviews.
One by historian Herbert O. Brayer was published in the Mississippi
Valley Historical Review, while the others appeared in the New York
Times, Newsweek, and Time, as well as the Cleveland Plain Dealer and

:l9. Marvin S. Hill, ~St'(ular or Sectarian History? A Critique of No Man Knows My
History:' Church History 4:l/l (Ma rch 1974): 78.
40. Ibid.
41. Midgley, ~A Biographer and Her Legend," 190-97.
42. Ibid,,197-21O.
43. Dale L. Morgan, ~A Prophet and His Legend,R Saturday Review of Literature
(24 Novrmber 1945): 7-8.
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Chicago Sun (see pp. 104- 5. 107.287 n. 100).44 Bringhurst also mentions the somewhat mixed rev iews by Vardis Fisher (see p. 105) and
Bernard DeVoto (see p. 106) as well as the st ill more ambivalent reviews by Ralph H. Gabriel and James Burnett. both of who m were
professional historians (see p. 105). T hese writers were better quali fie d to commen t on the book than those who lavished praise on No
Ma n Knows. Bringhurst notes that "these va rious mixed rev iews frustrated Brodie" (p. 105).45
Bringhurst also ment ions criticisms of Brod ie's book by Hu gh
Nibley. John A. Widtsoe. Albert E. Bowen. and Francis W. Kirkham (see
pp. lOS-I L 120). He reports that Brodie was annoyed when. in 1966.
she "found her work under attack by Leonard J. Arrington" (p. 179).46
Arrington had sent Brodie a d raft of an essay surveyi ng some literature on the Mormo n past that con tained a casua l remark cri tical of
Brodie. She had decli ned to respond (see p, 179). This was also true
of the criticisms of No Man Knows. except those by Bernard DeVoto.
bu t the primary complaints about his crit icisms were written by Dale
Morgan rather than BrodieY
Bringhurst indicates that in 1967 F. L. Stewart (Lo ri Do niga n)
had taken Brodie's "schola rship to task." havi ng fou nd, in Stewa rt's
own words, "some real er rors and plenty of th ings she chose to call
errors" (p. 179).48 He also mentions Ki rkham's commen tary o n

H. Bringhurst also draws upon th<" puise given to Brodi<" in a r<"view published in
the Ogden Standard· Examiner. See Newell G, Bringhurst, ed .. Reconsidering No Man
Knows My H istory: Fawn M. Brodie mId Joseph Smith ill Retrospect (Logan: Utah State
Universily Press, 1996),4 1. This review was not mentioned in A Biographer's Life.
45. For details on Brodi<,,'s ~frusu a tion~ at being faulted by historians. sec Midgley, ~A
Biographer and Her Ltgend;'196--97.
46. ~e Leonard J. Arrington, ~Sch oJ arly Studies of Mormonism in the 1'wentieth
CenlU ry,~ Dialogue II I (1966): 24-25.
47. For delails, sec Midgley, QA Biographer and Her Legend,H 156-57.
48. F. L. Stewart, Exploding the Myth about Joseph Smith the M,rmon Prophet (New
York: House of Stewarl Publications, 1967). Some of lhe sixty.three argumenlS Stewart
set forth were wrong, blll she gene rally got Ihings right. See Max H. Parkin, "Mrs. Brodie
and Joseph Sm ilh ,H Dialogue 3/3 (1968): 328-29; an d Richa rd L. Ande rson, review of
Exploding the MyTh about Joseph Smith, the Mormon Prophet. by F. L. Stewart, lJYU
Studies 8/2 (J 968): 231- 36,
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Brodie's treatment of Joseph Smith (see p. 289 n. 11 5), as well as
Marvin Hill 's mildly critical evaluations of the revised edition of No
Man Knows (see p. 3 0 3 n. 20 ).49 Unfortunately Bringhurst does not
set out the details of the objections to No Man Knows but merely in dicates that her book was "criticized ," "attacked ," or "assailed" by the
Saints and that these complain ts annoyed her. 50
A closer look at Bringhurst's selection of co mmentary on No
Man Knows reveals little of the actual con tent of these reviews. While
the reviews he trea ts as mixed or critical of No Mati Knows ca me
from people more or less qualified to express opinions about Joseph
Smith, th e favorable reviews. except for those by Morga n and per haps Brayer, ca me from those who must be considered essentially
unqualified .51 This seems to call into question his claim that Brodie's
book "e njoyed favorable reviews ... from non -Mormon professionals
in the field of American history,"52 which merely echoes Marvin
Hill's earlier inaccurate claim that "professionals in the field of American history" gave "plaudits" to No Man Knows. 53 If the reviews are an
indication , Brodie had little support from professional historians
when her book on Joseph Smith was first published. So it turns out
that Bringhurst is wrong in his claims. Most of the historians who reviewed the book tended to be at least ambivalent about it, though it

49. In 1996, Bringhurst cited Marv in S.

Hi1I'~

" Brodie

Rev i~ited:

A Reappraisal,»

Dialogue 7/4 (1972): 72-85 (wh ic h was Hill's initial review essay of the revised edition of
No Man Knows ). But in A Biogrflpher's Life, only Hill's "Secular or Sectarian Hi 5to ry~»
(1974)-whieh was republished by Bringhurst in Reconsidering (see pp. 60--93)-was
mentioned and. oddly, neither of these essays appi:us in the bibliography for A Biographers Life.

50. I invi te the reader to com pare Bringhurst's spotty treatmen t of the reviews of No
10 1 ~1 I) with the more thorough examination I provide in my ~A
Biographer and Her lLgend." 143-59, 176-78. 186-221. Bringhurst simply ignores my essay.
51. These reviews often attribute silly things to Brodie, latter-day Saints. ar:d Joseph
Smith. One cannot imagi ne Brodie being thriUcd by ~uch favorable reviews, since they are
larded with nonsense. But if we discount th e silliness, not much remai ns that is entirely
favorable and solidly grounded, other than the review by Dale Morgan. who was her dose
friend and who had helped her wri te No Man Knows.
52. Bringhurst, introduction to Recomidering. I.
53. Hill, ~Secular or Sectarian Histo ry.~ in Recomidcring. 60.

Man Knows (see pp.
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received "applause" from those who were not historians and who
were not in a position to evaluate her scholarship.5oI
In 1996. 1 surveyed the literature generated by the publication of
No Man Knows.55 I d iscove red th at in 1989 Br inghurst neither add ressed all the responses to her bookS€> no r dealt with even those he
mentioned in sufficient detail or with suffic ient accuracy. and he did
not take into conside rat ion that much of what he described as "applause" fo r her book came from writers not qualifi ed to assess its
scholarly meritsY When I published "A Biographer and Her Legend"
in 1996, I was not aware of the collection of essays Bringhurst edited
entitled Reconsidering No Man Knows My History. which was published around the sam e time. Bringhurst likewise was unaware of my
concurrent work on the debate over No Man Knows, which was written in part to supplement and challenge his ea rlier treatment of th is
same issue. J had hoped that Bringhu rst would eventually address the
issues I raised and the evidence I presented in 1996. But he makes no
mention in A Biographer's Life58 of my analysis of the debate over the
sound ness of No Man Knows. 59 Instead, he has essentia lly repeated
54. See Midgley, ~A Biographer and Her Legend,~ 190-210.
55. Ibid., 190. 1 examined the re levant correspondence, as we ll as what I believe are
all (a nd not merely a selectio n) of the reviews of No Meln Know5. 1 also desc ribed recent
efforts to rek indle the Brodie legend. Having already cxamined many of the same sources
tha t Bringhurst drew on, I discovered some in teresting facts abOUl the prod uction and
promotion of No Melli Knows. For some of the details, sec Midgley, ~A niographer and
Her l.egend,M 148-59, 183--2 10. This second ve nture inl0 hBrodie studies was cast in the
form of a response to the 1995 publication of the paper back edit ion of No Man Knows
an d included, among othe r things, a deta iled survey of the reviews and ensuing scholarly
trea tments of No Mew Krrow5. I cited but purposely did nOI spell out the Latter·day Saint
cr iticisms of No Man KnOWs. I assumed that, for an LOS audience, these wue ei ther wellknown or easily accessible.
56. Ibid., 190 n. 143.
57. Ibid., 191).-98. Portions o f A Biographer', Life are only slightly edited reproductions of Bringhurst's eadier essays, some of which could ha~'e b«n substantially modified
or refashioned.
58. Omissions in Bringhursl's bibliography are common. SCi', for example, n. 49
above. Perhaps this is because the items included in uBooks and Articles" (sec pp. 323-38)
are really a listing of works dted, eve n though they appear under the ge neral heading of
~Selected BibliographyM (~pp. 32 1-40).
59. Sec Midgley, ~A Biographer an d He r Legend,n 147-230.
H
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what he origi nall y offered back in 1989 {see pp. 104- 7),60 without
noting that his assessment has been challenged and, I believe. superseded. Bringh urst may believe that a biography is not the place to
confront such matters. But he has d rawn much of his treatment of
the pu blicat ion of No Man Knows directly fro m his previously published remarks. He could at leas t have alerted his readers to an assessment differing su bstantially fro m his own. 61
Some aspects of Bringhurst's account of the reception of No Man
Knows are puzzling. For example, he makes much of the fact that responses to No Man Knows fro m Latter-day Sa ints were slower in
comi ng than accolades fo r her book from lite rary writers. Hence the
fo llowing:
Latter-day Saint spokesmen, official and otherwise, were
extremel y slow to comment publicly on No Man Knows My
History. Various Morm on publicat ions, most p romine ntly
the Deseret News, the Salt Lake City-based daily newspaper
owned and operated by the Mormon Church, decl ined to review, or even to acknowledge the book's ex istence for months
after its release. In the meantime, Brodie's biography was being noted andlor reviewed in dozens o f newspapers and periodicals across the Un ited States. {p. 107)62
But Knopf, Brodie's publisher, had not sent a review copy of No Man
Knows to the Deseret News,63 which is what is usually done when a
publisher would like a review. In addition, se rious reviews demand

60. 5« Bringhurst, "Appl3u~,Alt ack, and Ambivale nce,~ 46-63.
61. Bri nghurst also ignored my analysis of Brodie's basic shift in the 1971 revised editio n of No Man Knows toward a psychological explanation and hena away from her earlier claim that Joseph Smith was a conscious fraud. See Louis Midgley, "Who Real ly Wrote
the Book of Mormon? The (: ritics and Their Theories," in Book of Mormon Authorship
Revisited: The Evidellct for Ancient Origins, I'd. Noel B. Reyno lds (Provo, Utah: FARMS,
1997),113- 20.
62. As is commo n with trade books, prepublication copies of No Mall Knows we re
sent for review to newspapers and magazines, accompa nied, I suspect, by boilerplate indicating what might be included in a review.
63. See Midgley, "A Biographer and Her Lege nd," 149.
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careful reading of a book and require substantial research and, hence,
take time. Why would one expect Latter-day Sai nts to immediately
voice opinions based on a glance at Brodie's book? And were not the
reviews published in historical journals also slow in coming for exactly the same reasons it took Latter-day Saints a few months to prepare responses?
On this issue Bringhurst is foHowing what he found in Brodie's
co rrespondence. She seems to have expected or wanted church "offi cials" to quickly denounce her book. Did she hope that co ntroversy
would help sell her book? Instead of looking into this and other possibilities, Bringhurst refers to "deliberate church silence" (p. 108 , em phasis added). The cho ice of the word delib erate seems to indica te
that Brin ghurst imagines that th e Brethren should have rushed to
bombard her. Instead, th ey took their time, and the respon ses of
Elders Widtsoe and Bowen were moderate, given the provoca ti on
and the immediately favorable publicity her publisher managed to
generate in newspapers and popular magazines.
Bringhurst sees things differently. He describes the eventual LDS
commentary on No Man Knows as an "attack" (p. 108) or "attacks"
(p. 110), or as a "denunciation" (p. 108) or "denunciations" (p. 109).
She was "assailed" (p. 109) by Latter-day Sa ints. Of course, he is writing his account from her perspective; he strives to tell her story
through her eyes. But there are other ways of seeing these events.
Bringhurst also mentions what he calls "the official position of the
Mormon Church" on Brodie's book (p. lID). Is the reader to imagine
th e Brethren working out an "offi cial " position on her book? O r is
Bringhurst merely talking about an opinion of some LDS "official"?
When Bringhurst mentions Hugh Nibley's response to No Man
Knows, he insists that it was "produced under the apparent direction,
or at least with the encouragement, of Mormon Church leaders"
(p. llO).64 When r first read this remark, I said to myself-"so what?"

64. Bringh urst's supporting note includes the following: "Also att acking Brodie and
her work with the apparent approval of Mormon Church leaders" was a re view wrinen by
Millon R. Hunter (p. 289 n. 115). This remark is then followed by the citati on to Hunter·s
review in the Pacifil Historical Review 15/2 (Ju ne 1946): 226-28. However. Bringhurst
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But when llooked for evidence supporting this assertion, Bringhurst
offers only a reference 10 a Jelter by Brodie. He merely repeats Brodie's
hunch. How could she have known whether the Brethren asked
Nibley to write his pamphlet? Brodie's opinion on such matters, un~
less otherwise corroborated, amounts to speculation and should be
treated as such. Unfortunately, Bringhurst tends to accept her guesses,
or the hunches attributed to her by her friends, as solid fact. 65
We have no evidence that Brodie fashioned responses to the LDS
criticisms of No Man Knows nor that Brodie and Latter~day Saint
scholars conversed, although she was frequently in touch with vari ~
ous cwtural Mormons and even anti~Mormon publicists (see pp. 171,
177-79,240-43,301 n. 79, 314 n. 63, and so forth). A Biographer's
Life docs not indicate what Latter~day Saints found objectionable
in No Man Knows. Instead, Bringhurst mentions, for example, that
Nibley's pamphlet was to become "the most famous of all Mormon
Church-sanctioned publications"-therc we go again-"refuting
Brodie's biography. It sold briskly, thanks to its clever, readable style
and to strong advertising" (p. Ill). Calling it "Mormon Churchsanctioned" is gratuitous. And there is no evidence that Nibley's
pamphlet received "strong advertising." Whatever advertising it received had to be minimal compared to the national publicity cam~
paign mounted by Knopf to promote the sale of Brodie's book. And
if having a "clever, readable style" is a fault, then Bringhurst has located
a major weakness in all of Brodie's biographies. Bringhurst notes that
Brodie "had nothing but contempt for Nihley's No, Ma'am, That's Not
History, dismissing it as a 'flippant and shallow piece'" (p. III). But this
remark turns out to be typical of her responses to subsequent critics. as
Bringhurst demonstrates (see pp. 211-12. for example).

negIe.::ts to mention that one of Brodie's friends (Austin Fife, a folklorist) tried to bully
the editor of this journal into not induding Hunter's review and into substituting instead
his own highly favorable nview. BUlthe editor simply would not yield to such unconscionable pre$Sure. This story can be pieced together from evidences available in the: Brodie
Papers. For some of the details, s« Midgley, "A Biographer and Her Legendt 1% n. 175.
65. Hringhurst could have easily contacted Hugh Nibley and found out whether
Brodie's speculation about No, Ma'am, 1nat's Not HisTOry was accurate.
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Branding Nibley's pamphlet as "flippant" seems to have become
the approved way of dismissing it without analysis or argument. For
example, RLDS historian Roger Launius recently claimed th at Nibley's response to No Man Knows was "the earliest, and by far the most
flippant and easily dismissed."66 If flipp ancy were the kind o f fault
that Launius makes it out to be, what should we think of his own remark that Brodie had contended "that th e beloved fir st vision was
the result of a bad pickle or outright lies"?67
Latter-day Sa int scholars eventuaJly paid some attention to No
Man Knows. And this led to a more solid scholarly treatment of both
Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon. But it is wrong to imagine
that the Sai nts were thrown into a panic by Brodie's book and hence
were pouring their energies into responses to it. I have discovered five
items written by latter-day Saints (Widtsoe, Bowen, Hunter, Nibley,
and Kirkham) responding directly to her book that were published
between 1946 and 1947. This is five out of a total of forty or more essays dealing with Brodie's biography of Joseph Smith that were published between 1945 and 1947. It was 1961 before Nibley bothered to
mention her again, and then on ly in the con text of a much large r
survey of anti-Mormon literatu re generally.63
As mentioned, Brodie seems to have wanted criticism of No Man
Knows from church leaders (see p. 107). When this did not happen
instantly, she was annoyed. And it should not have (and probably did
not) come as a surprise to Brodie when she was excommunicated for
apostasy. She wanted noth ing to do with the church; she despised it.
Bringhurst notes "that Brodie was directed to a local church court in
66. Roger D. Launius, ~From Old to New Mo rmon History: Fawn Brodie and the
Legacy of Scholarly Analys is of Mormonism,~ in Reconsidering, 221 n. 7, emphasis supplied. I wonder if Nibley's pamphlet was the earliest LDS response to Brodie, as La unius
claims. Is Launius certain thu Widtsoe, Bowen, and Hun ter had not already published
their reviews before Nibley's pampt-Jet appeared in pri",? 1 think that Bringhurst has sequenced the LDS responses to Brodie's book correctly (see pp. 107- 11 ).
67. Launius, ~ F rom Old to New Mormo n History,n 199. Cultura l Mo rmons have
often though t it within their prerogative to be scornfu l or sarcastic. but they object to any
sign of impishness among the faithful, since the faithful are stereotyped as dull, mindless
anti-intellectuals and hence are supposed to be stodgy.
68. Nibley, The Mylh Makers (Salt Lake City: Booknaft, 1961 ).

BRINGHURST, FAWN McKAY BRODIE ( MIDGLEY ) • 49

Ca mbridge and ," he adds, "not summoned directly to Mormon
Church headquarters in Salt Lake City {which] might appear puzzling." But puzzling only to those unfamiliar with the way church
discipline is routinely handled . He also refers to what he thinks is
"compelling evidence," which he indicates came from his "o ral interviews with various family members," "that orders to excommunicate
the errant author originated at the highest levels of the Mormon
Ch urch" (p. 289 n. 11 7). These "family members," whoever they were,
see m inclined to specu late. Hence the following: "O ne family member suggested that the formal excommunication of Brodie. while orchestrated from church headquarters in Salt Lake, was handled
within the confines of the New England Mission in order to mask the
involvement of David O. McKay in the matter" (p. 289 n. 117). One
would have expected Bringhurst not to have been taken in by this
sort of opining.
After Brodie published her biography of Joseph Smith, she eventually wrote on Thaddeus Stevens. This work seems to have been well
received. Her subsequent biography of Sir Richard Burton drew
some criticism from historians (sec p. 175). Her biographies of
Thomas Jefferson and Richard Nixon were, for several reasons, the
most controversial of her books. Somewhat like her treatment of
Joseph Smith, her book on Jefferson was admired by literary critics
(see pp. 185,215,217- 18) and criticized by some, but not all, professional historians (see pp. 218-19). She was faulted by those skeptical
of her use of Freudian psychoanalysis and even by some historians
sympathetic with psychohistory or psychobiography.
From the perspective of some professional historians, at least
part o f the problem with Brodie's approach was her fascination with
sexual matters, which appears to me to have deepened somewhat as
she both underwent and learned more about psychoanalysis. She
sought and found hints in what she read that she linked to explanations more or less resting on psychoanalytic specu lation, and these
were often focused on "intimate" or sexual matters. Bringhurst does
not entirely shy away from these facts about Brodie nor does he entirelyavoid mentioning her "fascination" with sexual matte rs in the
lives of others. He does not link her obsession with sexual matters in
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her biographies, the sexual problems in her own marriage, and her
emotional difficu.lties, even though these matters are all mentioned
here and there in A Biographer's Life.
Bringhurst published an essay by Roger Launius in Reconsidering
in which Launius complains about Brodie's obsession with sexual mat·
ters. 69 \-Vhen I saw this issue raised in A Biographer's Life, I thought of
the title of David H. Donald's review of Brodie's book on lefferson"By Sex Obsessed."7o And I wonder if Mario DePillis may not have
been right when he claimed that Brodie had early on absorbed a fas·
cination with vague Freudian categories and explanations co mmon
in her environment among those who had not actually studied Sig·
mund FreudJ l Cou ld something like this explain her penchant for
speculation on sexual matters? Did some deep inner distress drive
her interest in such things? Or a combination of both? Fascination
with the bedroom is manifested in her books and seems to be a com·
mon th eme that spa ns many years. Perhaps this fascination was a
product of her own highly secularized world. Bringhurst tends to
skirt such issues, though what he has discovered about her mother's
problems with sexuality and Brodie's own similar or reJated problems could at least suggest some possible answers. I admit that I have
no explanation for what seems to be a pattern, but neither does
Bringhurst.
Managing Appearances
Bringhurst describes the efforts made by Brodie and by Norton,
her publisher, to secu re favorable reviews of Thomas Jefferson. Here
69. See the tong note by Launius, ~ From Old to New Mormon History," 229 n. 59.
Launius makes a fuss about some of th e books and essays that contain responses to
Brodie's speculation about Jefferson. He also includes $Orne wry (:omments about her being "fascinated by the ~xual escapades of Sir Richard Burlon, who himself was fascinated
by unusual sexual pradices,~ and $0 forth. Likewise, he draws atten tion to Brodie's effo rt
to explain Richard Nixon, whom she despised, with the idea that he was involved in what
she imagined must have bee n a vile, disgustin g homosexual relationship with Hebe
Reboso (see A Bjogmpher'~ Life, 224,231-)2,245, 310 n. 6).
70. See David H. Donald, "By Sex Ob~d,~ Corntnellfary 58/1 (July 1974): 96-98.
71. See Mario S. DePiUis, "Fawn McKay Brodie; At th e Intersc(:\ion of Secularism and
Personal Alienation," in RecQmidering, 95, 110-13.
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we glimpse the politics of publishing, which are found especially in
the academic world. "Brod ie did what she could," according to Bringhurst, "to ensure an enthusiastic response to her book insofar as potential reviewers were concerned" (p. 213). She dreaded having Dumas
Malone, Merrill Peterson, and Julian Boyd, the widely recognizcd experts on Jefferson (see p. 213), review her book. And, unlike Latterday Saint critics, this so-called "Jefferson establishment" could reach
a nat ional audience. She realized that their command of the Jefferson
materials was superior to her own, and she respected, feared, and disliked them and did what she could to discredit them.
Bringhurst uncovered an internal memo in which Brodie's publisher discussed how to manage the reviews in newspapers, magazines,
and academic jour nals of her biography of Jefferson (see pp. 213-14).
Brodie's publisher, this memo shows, would do what he could to have
the experts on Jefferson "waived off as reviewers" (p. 214, quoting the
internal memo). And those that the publisher and Brodie thought
would respond favorably to her work would be recommended (see
p. 2 14). One of the little secrets about the academic world is that reviews of books do not just happen and that academic reputations are
not spontaneous events. Be that as it may, even some academic types
who were her friends ended up writing negative rev iews of Thomas
Jefferson. Brodie and her publisher were right that those most favorable to her book would be literary critics (see pp. 217-18).
After mentioning a few of the problems that historians found in
Brodie's Thomas Jefferson, Bringhurst notes that Jerry Knu dsen and
F2had offered "two somewhat different appraisals of the varied overaU reaction to Brodie's biography" of Jefferson (see p. 309 n. 95). I am
not sure whether Bringhurst means that Knudsen and I differed or
th at we both differed from him in our assessment of the reception
72 . Jerry Knudsen, ~Jefferson the Fathe r of Slave Children? One View of the Book
/ourrrali1m His/Qry )(2 (1976): S6-58. Cf. Midgley, ~The Brodie Conn«tion.~
See also the analysis of the reviews of Thomas Jefferson in Midgley, ~A Biographer an d Her
l egend," 159-75. See funher Louis Midgley's discussio n of Thomas Jefferson in his review of "A Hard Day for Professor Midgley: An E$say for Fawn McKay Brodie," by Glen J.
Hettinger, in this issue, pp. 108-[6.
Reviewers,~
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given to Brodie's book on Jeffe rson. My assessment independently
supports the analysis offered by Knudsen, so Bringhurst must mean
that he provided an accoun t that differs from ours, but he dot's not
in dicate how or why. And he neglects to mention th at Brodie had
written a response to Knudsen 73 in which she tried to defen d herself
aga in st his evidences and concl usions. She did this in part by c1aim~
ing th at the favorable reviews of her Thomas Jefferson out numbered
the unfavorable by 19 to 1.74 This cla im is simply preposte rou s. My
ana lys is of th e reviews found ill her oWrlfiles showed that 74 of the
154 reviews arc essentially favorable and 80 are in some degree u n ~
favorable. Thc bulk of the unfavorablc rev iews came from historia ns,
while the bulk o f the favorable reviews ca me from literary cr iti cs.?5
This was essent iall y the point made by Knudsen on the basis of a
smaller sample. Brodie's inacc urate response to Knudsen provides an
indication of how she viewed and con ducted schola rly conve rsations.
The fac t is that, in an effort to score some po ints against Knudsen,
Brodie dissembled. Unfortun ately, Bringhurst ignores her reveal ing
exchange with Knudsen.
Bringhurst is not unaware of the complai nt that Brodie s ub st i ~
tuted rhetoric for carefull y crafted arguments or that she employcd
the tcchniques of the novelist to e nh ance her biographies. Bringhurst's collec tion of essays eva lu ating No Man Knows co ntains one
piece ident ifying what co mpete nt historians, both Latter-day Sain t
an d otherwise, have bel icved about hcr work: Brodie writes wcll, but
her techniques are those of th e novelist (a nd amateur psychoa nalyst)
rather th an those norma lly empl oyed by historians. Competent re viewcrs of No MatI Knows senscd this point, wheth er they acceptcd
her account or not. Brodie's fine style- her litera ry techniqllesecms to me to have provi ded her with a substit ute fo r ca refully a rticulated argument and for the proper if un spectacular assessment
and usc of textual sources. Apparently Lav ina Ande rson agrees with
this judgme nt . She is impressed that whi le Leonard Arrington once
73. 5« Fawn M. Brodie, "Pro(essor Brodie Replies," joumaliml History 3/2 ( 1976): 59.
74. Ibid.
75. See Mid~ley, "A Biographer and Her legend," 166-68.
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noted "the charming imagery" employed by Brodie, he also «ex~
pressed ser ious misgivings about her methodology."76 She concludes
her analysis by quoting with approva l some (but not all) Latter-day
Sa int scholars who have indicated that No Man Knows ought to be
read as a novel and not as genui ne history.n She then concludes that
Brodie's use of "literary devices ... undercut the historical effect,"78
even though she explains that she is not examin ing the soundness of
Brodie's choice of a naturalistic explanation of Joseph Smith and the
Book of Mormon or attempting to deal willi "the historical accuracy
of Brodie's biography."79
Anderson also insists th at the "asscssment" of Brodic's literary
output must depend on "how accu rately she used the sources available to her, how limited her histo ry was by its sources, and the extent
to which she transgressed beyond their boundaries in her condusions ."80 She could also have mentioned that Brodie's work has been
assessed in terms of the soundness of her fundamental assumptions.
Brodie clearly fashi oned "skillful prose,"81 and her work was "grace~
fully wr itten with a compelling momentum,"82 but these qualities.
while admi rable in themselves, do not guaran tee sound history.
It seems that Brodie longed to produce enthralling literature. She
did not understand that "intuition" (coupled with skill as a writer)
was not a substitute for groundi ng accounts solidly in the available
76.

Lavina F. Anderson, ~Literary Style in No Man Knows My Hntory: An Analysis,~ in

Hecomidering, 127, 152 n. 5. Anderson ciles Arrington, "Scholarly Studies of Mormonism," 24.
77. Anderson, "Literary Style,H 148, quoting Edward Geary, Eugene England, V:udis
Fisher, and an unidw tified author. The list of those who mOfe or less share An der$On's
opinion could have been extended beyond these few names.
78. Ibid.
79. Ibid., 128. Anderson rders to Brodie's "mtura.listic method" (p. 128) and "naturalistic premise" (p. 129), which she indicates she dots not accept though she dots not explain why.
80. Ibid., 147.
81. Ibid., 127, citing D. Michael Quinn (see ibid., 153 n. 6). Anderso n, however, skirts
the thorny issue of how much Quinn, a historian and former Mormon who still writes on
Mormon issues. depends upon Brodie. For a treatment of this issue, see Midgley, "A
Biographer and Her Legend,H 225-29.
82. Anderso n, "Liter:uy Style,~ 127, citing Davis Bitton (~ ibid., 153 n. 6).
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textual sources or for dealing criti ca lly with th ose sources . Brodie 's
reliance on intuition seems to have been constant during her literary
career. Dale Morgan, her early mentor and role model, was like her in
th is respect, though he was also more clearly aware that hi s sto ries
had to be grounded on textual evidences an d not merely based on intuition. He warned Brodie about the dangers of merel y following her
hunches. Others have noticed this penchant o n her part, and it led
some of those friendly to her endeavors to see her as a fine writer. a
kind of fru strated novelist, but as a less than genui nely com petent
historian.
Sorting Out InteUectual Issues

A Biographer's Life does not contain a careful, critical exam ination of Brodie's expla nation in No Mati Knows for the Book of Mormon o r for Joseph Smi th 's prophetic truth claims. Whatever else it
might be and however closely it sti cks to sources, A Biographer's Life
is not an intellectual biography. Brin ghu rst may have felt that
insufficient textual material s were available with which to write an
intellectual history, but this is not the casco
It is not surprisin g to fin d th at Bringhurst neglects to co nsider
the quest ion of whether a coherent , naturalistic explanation of the
Book of Mormon would require or could survive attempts to explain
Joseph Smith using the categories of abnormal psychology.83 Bernard
DeVoto's review of No Man Knows. which more or less pleased
Brodie, angered Morgan, and the two fought it out in an exchange of
letters. By not giving attention to this interesting conversation, Bringhurst brushes aside the shift that takes pla ce in the "supplement" to
the revised edition of No Man Knows, in which Brodie invokes an explanation drawn from the lite rature of abnormal psychology in an
attempt to explain Joseph Smith (see p. 192). Morgan appea rs to have
convinced Brodie in 1945 that a psychological explan ation of Joseph
Smith that fundamentally comprom ised the idea that he was a con -

83. For 3 fuillisling oft hesc sources, see Midgley, ~A Biognpher 3nd Her
156-57 n. 31.
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scious fraud would not account for what can be found in the textual
evidences (if one begins with the assumption that the Book of Mormon is not what it claims to be).
Bringhurst reports that Brodie descr ibed the 197 1 revisio n of No
Man Knows as invol ving "num erous changes in the text" (p. 192,
quoting Brodie). But he claims that "such changes were minimal" beca use the pagination was not altered (p. 192). He also recognizes that
"she backed away somew hat from her original contention that
10seph Smi th was a conscious impos ter" (p. 192). That is not to say
that in 197 1 she viewed the Book of Mormon as anything but a
fraud. In 1945, follow ing Morgan's lead , Brodie maintained that
Joseph Sm ith was entirel y aware that the Book of Mormon was
fraudulent. By 19 7 1 Brodie had shifted to the notion that Joseph
Smith , in Bringhu rst's words, suffered from "a complex, interrelated
' identity problem'" (p. 192) . But exactly how does an "identity problem" explain the Book of Mormon? Was Joseph Smith aware that he
was promot ing frau d? How d id Brodie unde rsta nd this supposed
"identity problem"? And how did she think that postulatin g an
"iden tity problem" could explain how Joseph Smith was able to dictate a long, complex book to scribes in a very sho rt time? Bringhurst
does not address such questions.
As Brod ie moved beyond the influence of Dale Morgan and began
toying with a psychological explanation for Joseph Smith and the Book
of Mormon, she began to picture Joseph Smith as an "impostor," that
is, as deeply psychotic. T his new explanation was not, however, intended to entirely replace, but rather to supplement, her earlier notion
that he at least started out co nsciously fabri cating a hoax. Arc there
good reasons for linking Joseph Smith with the "impostors" described
by Phyll is Greenacre, the current authority on what is called the "imposter syndrome"?lI4 This question deserves a competent answer.
84. See PhylliS Greenacre, KThe Impostor," Psychoanalytic Quarterly 27 (1958):
359--82. Bringhurst does not indicate Brodie's reliance on this study, nor does he mention
that Brodie was involved in meetings of the Los Angeles Interdisciplinary Psychoanalytic
Study Group, wi th whom she discussed her notion that Joseph Smith more or less fits the
syndrome described by Gre~nacre . See Brodie's notes on these meetings entitled "Joseph
Sm i th~ ( first meeting)" and ~Original Notes First J.S [Joseph Smith] Meeting and
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Is it not also worthwhile to ask how Brodie thought that she
could salvage her original theory that Joseph Smith was a "conscious
fraud" once she had turned to an explanation that pictured him as
dissociative? And what happened to the arguments-and they were
arguments and not bald assertions-that Morgan (and Brodie) worked
out in opposition to the position advanced by DeVoto? Did not
Morgan and Brodie believe they had show n that, no matter how
much one might be tempted to explain Joseph Smith as suffering
from some psychosis, the existence of the Book of Mormon stood in
the way of such an account? As much as Brodie dabbled in Freudian
explanations, Morgan had persuaded her that no psychological explanation of Joseph Smith would work if it basically compromised
what they both were convinced was a fact-that he knew from the
start he was presenting a hoax to the world.
The shift in Brodie's explanation of the Book of Mormon and of
Joseph Smith's prophetic truth claims came, it seems, only after she
had outgrown Morgan's earlier influence and also after she had become somewhat more familiar with psychoanalytic literature and
had undergone analysis herself. 85 Bringhurst is right, of course, when
he argues that in the 1971 version of No Man Knows Brodie retained
"her basic contention that the Book of Mormon was ... of an 'u nmistakable fraudulent nature'" (p. 192). The problem comes when Bringhurst indicates that he is satisfied that in her revised account of Joseph
Smith, Brodie "stood steadfastly by her original thesis, asserting that
Joseph Smith had emerged as a religious ie:ader through an 'evolu_
tionary process'" (p. 192). This "original thesis" was merely a detail
within her original explanation.
The premise of Brodie's original explanation was that Joseph
Smith was a "conscious fraud" (po 5) and that he knew right from the

Gr«nacre," and also an item simply en titled ~The Impostor." TheS(' ca n be found in the
Brodie Paj><'rs, MS 360, box 8, folders 1 and 2. Though Bringhurst S('ems to have interviewed at least some of those involved with this interesting group, there is no indication
that he inquired into their view of the quality of her new effort to explain Joseph Smith.
85. For a treatment of this shift in explanations, S('e Midgley, "Who Really Wrote the
Book of Mormon?" 11}-20.
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beginning that he was advancing a hoax . She also claimed that Joseph
Smith started out with no religious motivations and merely wandered into the pretense tha t he could provide access to the mind and
will of God. It is in this sense that Brodie thought he "evolved" into a
"prophet." She originally believed that Joseph Smith was a cleve r
charlatan.
Bringhurst does not cite the discussion of this issue that took
place when DeVoto ins isted that a psychological explanation was
needed to account for Joseph Smith. Morgan (with Brodie seemingly
in agreement) objected to DeVoto's view. Elsewhe re [ have dealt with
this debate, citing some of the relevant source materials that Bringhurst appea rs to have overlooked;86 rather, he quotes language from
an interview Brodie gave in 1975 after she had turned to Greenacre's
description of "impostors" for a portion of her revised explanation of
Joseph Smith. Are Greenacre's imposters conscious that they are
phonies?87 If not, then they are not, st rictly speaking, consc ious of
their fraud. Is it possible that Brodie's use of the label "conscious imposter" (see p. xiv) rather than "fraud" is an indication that she had
not sorted out or was struggling with the implications of her original
thesis when she tried to turn to an explanation that makes Joseph
Smith an unconscious fraud-that is, an "impostor" in Greenac re's
terms? Morgan and Brodie were convinced, and for good reasons, that
it is not plausible for Joseph Smith to have dictated a five -hundredpage book without really knowing that it was no t what it and he
claimed it to be. And reinforcing this argument was Brodie's own insistence that Joseph Sm ith had started out merely to write a book
about Mound Builders and only later stuck in some religious content. She describes a pe rson driven by greed and not one controlled
by some overpowering psychosis.

86. See Midgley, ~A Biographer an d Her Legend.~ t56-57.
87. Greenacre does not seem to be describing self·de«ption. Those involved in "bad
faith~ or "se lf·decepti on~ always know exactly what they are doing; they never really fool
themselves-they cannot affo rd to do $0 because they are in the bu s ine~ of striving to
manipulate others by lying (that is, by consciously managing appearances).

58 • FARMS REVIEW

OF BOOKS

1311 (2001 )

Bringhurst does not assess how well Brodie had mastered psychoanalytic literature. That she was familiar with a stratum of prominent psychoanalysts in the Los Angeles area and had also undergone
analysis herself (see p. 268) is not evidence that she had mastered the
relevant literature. She shied away from using what she called the
"clinical language" employed by psychoanalysts. Instead, she claims
merely to have borrowed "insights" from the literature of abnormal
psychology. What she produced amounts to amateur analysis often
focused on sexual matters. She might, of course. have avoided the
jargon of professional psychology in an effort to make her work accessible to a general reading public. Or she might have done this because she was not capable of working out an account that really used
"clinical language" in a competent manner. But even among some of
those sympathetic with psychohistory, Brodie did not always garner
the kind of support she desired for her efforts at psycho biography.
Bringhurst mentions evidence supporting this judgment (see p. 218
for Winthrop Jordan's critical review of one of her books), but he
does not look into how it bears on the question of the coherence of
her revised account of Joseph Smith.
Bringhurst has provided a synopsis of the details surrounding
the writing and publication of Brodie's biographies and a few of her
other occasional essays. However, he has not confronted a number of
the thorny intellectual issues concerning her biases, background assumptions, and methods, as well as the resulting contents and style of
her books. Instead, he has striven to assess, from within the limitations
imposed by an unwillingness to engage in intellectual history, what
he calls "her frailties, frustrations, and failures" (p. xv). Bringhurst
does not address questions about the soundness of her arguments.
that is, about the theories, sources, and manner in which she marshaled what she considered evidences to support her treatment of the
Mormon past.
Bringhurst has, however, sorted out what can be known (or at
least plausibly surmised) about what actually led Brodie into this or
that quarrel or controversy as well as how she came to resent those
who disagreed with her. He does not seem interested in her arguments or in the content of the essays she published. I would have
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preferred a careful and critical investigation of the fruit of her initial
decision to turn to a naturalistic explanation of the Book of Mormon.
In telling Brodie's story from her perspective, Bringhurst builds
on several of her reminiscences. These occasional interviews or reminiscences seem to me to be calculated as much to obscure as to inform. It is unfortunate that Brodie destroyed the materials she used
when she wrote No Man Knows. Bringhurst has had to engage in
some detective work, as well as to depend on her recollections and
secondhand sources, in his effort to explain what took her out of the
church. But he also seems to have plumbed the available sources
about her early life and thereby exposed most of what can now be recovered or fashioned.
Brodie's story can, however, be told in other ways because the stories we tell are not strictly determined by nor drawn from the sources.
The historian fashions the plot and constructs the narrative; the story
does not mechanically flow from the sources into the heart and mind
of the presumably "objective" historian, but it is more or less imposed on or adjusted to fit those often highly selected sources. What
counts as evidence in a historical account is at least partially determined by the theo ry (that is, by the plot) employed by the historian
or narrator. All histor ians thus necessarily make assumptions and
have biases, and therefore no single "objective" account exists of what
really happened. But unlike fiction, history is at least to some degree
regulated by the contents of the texts (or text analogues) for which it
attempts to provide more or less adequate or plausible accounts.
In his 1996 collection of m iscellaneous essays o n Brodie, Bringhurst seeks to justify another round of appraisals of Brodie's book
by arguing, among other things, that No Man Knows has stayed in
pr int continuously since 1945 for four reasons: (I) it "quickly established itself as an extremely controversial work," (2) it "is well written,"
(3) it rests on "an ana lytica l framework 'explicitly psychoanalytical,'" which he claims endows it with "its engaging methodological
approach," and (4) it has an "unquestioned status as a seminal work."88

88. Bringhurst. inlroouction to Reconsidering, 1-2.
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He neglects, unfortunately, to examine the extent to which No Man
Knows has been kept in print by the marketing ventures of evangelical anti-Mormon "mi nistries," many of which are eager to promote
Brodie for their own polemical purposes,
Bringhurst is right that No Man Knows was controversial. However, it was not controversial because it was laced with the kind of
malice that makes much anti-Mormon literature objectionable, And
no one doubts that Brodie was a fine writer. It was precisely because
she used her literary gifts to set out an enthralling naturalistic explanation of the Book of Mormon and of Joseph Smith's prophetic
truth claims-without the usual rancor that went with many previous and subsequent accounts-that it seemed to some Latter-day
Saints that her book was worthy of at least some critical attention.
Brodie liked to guess about motivations, and she tended to speculate on what various people must have thought. Both her apologists
and her critics have noted these features of No Man Knows, Bringhurst seems to have seen such features as indications, even in 1945, of
an "explicitly psychoanalytical" methodology. Some have also seen
Brodie's penchant for "mind-reading" and other similar proclivities
as an outgrowth of (or at least related to) a craving on her part to
write fiction. Bringhurst supplies some additional evidence of Brodie's
longing to write fi ction (see pp. 122-23, 153, 166),89 just as he also
links No Man Knows with Freudian psychoanalysis (see p. 3).
To support his opinion that No Man Knows was a "seminal
work," Bringhurst borrows language from Roger Launius, the foremost contemporary RLDS (Community of Christ) historian, who
claims that Brodie's work somehow started a so-called new Mormon
history. which has moved away from concerns about the truth of religious claims and is now "more interested in understanding why events

89. Bringhurst quotes Brodie as o nce indicating that Uit might be fun to write about
' The Impact of the World on the Mormon writer' because obviously there is no such
thing as the impact of Mormonism on the writing world.~ She th ought this topic would
be an easy one because "everything would come out of my own head, and J wouldn't have
to check sources and footnotes~ (pp. 134-35). Fiction was attractive to he r for the same
reasons.
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unfolded the way they did" (p. 266). Launius makes this assertion,
but his larger point run s in a different direction. He actually co mplains about the impact Brodie has had on the study of the Mormon
past. He insists that her influence remains both "disturbing and unnecessary."90 He would like to see the stu dy of Mormon things move
away from questions concerning the truth of the Book of Mormon
and Joseph Smith's prophetic claims. Fo r Launius, these are not in teresting questions because they are already settled in the negative
and should not or ca nnot be addressed by historians. However much
he praises Brodie for her influence, Launius faults her for having led
historians into answering what he insists are the wrong questions.
Launius correctly sees Brodie as driven by what he calls an either/or
dialectic'll flowin g from her conviction that the Book of Mormon is
either what it claims to be and Joseph Smith was God's prophet, or
the foundations of the faith are fraudulent,92 whatever else one might
say about the sentimental and emotional elements of being a Latterday Sai nt . Launius sees Brodie's influence as nefarious, though powerful He holds that through her influence, the Sa ints began attending to the crucial truth claims upon which the faith is ultimately
grounded. On this issue, Launius fa ults Brodie. while 1 applaud her.
si nce I believe that although she was on the wrong side, she focused
on the righ t issues. She sho uld be celebrated for that for which
Launius co ndemns her. I see her role in getting the Saints thinking
about th e truth of the Book of Mormon differently than does
Launius-I see it as helpful and even perhaps providential.93
Launius insists that concern with the question of the truth of the
Book of Mormon has been a "blind alley down which Brodie led

90. La unius, ~From Oldto New Mormon History,n 195.
91. Ibid.,2f)1,208,213,219.
92. Ibid .• 233 n. 93. which is essentially the conclusion to his essay.
93. On the renewed intuest in th~ Book of Mormon after Wo rld War II, sec Noel 8.
Reynolds, ~The Coming Forth of the Book of Mormon in the Twentieth Century,~ BYU
Studies 38/2 (1999): 6-47. At least some of the credit for the revival of inter~st in the Book
of Mo rm on must go to Brodie. an d J hold this opinion for what may we ll be the same
reasons that Launius finds her influence nefarious.
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Mormon historians."94 He prefers, instead. "a more 'catholic' middle
position ... that emphasizes the powerful message for the presentday LDS church and the world as a whole."9s Launius wants Mormon
historians, or at least those from the RLDS Church, to assert that the
Book of Mormon is not an authentic ancient text, but is, instead,
frontier fiction in which Joseph Smith struggled with contempo rary
theological issues. rle holds that even when the book is read as fiction, it still offers some nice messages. This was not Brodie's opin ion,
nor does it seem to be one held by Bringhurst. Though Bringhurst
does not inform his readers, Launius ultimately censu res Brodie,
which in itself is not a bad thing; however, in this case he has done so
for the wrong reasons.
By describing No Mall Knows as a "seminal work," does Bringhurst mean that the publication of her book was a kind of turning
point? Or that No Man Knows somehow sh ifted the terms of the debate over the Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith? Or that it resolved
some issues? Or that Brorlie raised questions that others have examined and on which they have reached other and different conclu sions? Or does he mean that she started Mormon historians moving
in the right or wrong d irectio n and hence lookin g into either the
right or the wrong questions? Of course, Bringhurst ignores the debate about these matters. And yet the Brodie lege nd is made to rest
on the ambiguous proposition that No Man Knows has an "unquestioned status as a seminal work."96
Bringhurst tends to skirt interesting intellectual issues as he describes Brodie's life and times. So his treatment of Brodie is comprehensive, detailed, and accurate, but neither penetrating nor profound.
Freud and Psychohistory
What can be said about Brodie's competence in the literature from
which she borrowed her "insights"? Bringhurst begins A Biographer's

94. Launius, KProm Old to New Mormon History,~ 208.
95. Ibid., 209.
96. Bringhurst, introduction 10 Reconsidering, 2; cf. 3, 5.
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Life by stressi ng the "direc t influence" exerted on her by the writings
of both Erik Erikson and Sigm und Freud (p. 3), although he also admi ts that "she avoided what she dubbed the 'cli nical language' em ployed by Erikson an d Freud. She was not co mfortable with such
language, believing it 'better left with the clinicians.' A large port ion
o f the aud ience was alienated by the use of clinica l language, she
asserted " (p. 4).
Bringh urst also grants that "her psychobiographical approach
had evolved, both in intensity and sop histicati on ... moving from
limited use in the fir st edition of No Man Knows My History to a
highly theoretical, almost clinical approach to Thomas Jefferson: An
Intimate History" (p. 224). He also opines that Brodie eventu ally had
"well -honed skills in psychoanalytic methodol ogy" (p. 224). However, he does not offer evidence to support his opinion.
If we assume th at at least some portion of the literature from
which she borrowed psychological "insights" is in fact solid scienceand this is a con troversial assumption at best-we are still faced with
the question of whether Brodie had mastered the relevant literature
and the n managed to apply it more or less successfull y to men she
had never met and interviewed (either because they were dead or declined to be interviewed by her). Her critics claimed that she had
managed to discover whateve r she wanted as she co mbed the literature (see pp. 2 11-13, 217- 19).
It turns out that even those who agreed with Brodie that Thomas
Jefferson did o r perhaps could have fathered one or more of Sally
Hemings's children sometimes objected to her treatment of this subject
(see p. 2 18). When "she sought input from the em inent psychobiographer, Erik Erikson, (wh o was] himself preparing a short vol·
ume on Thomas Jeffe rson" (p. 2 11 ), she was warned by her publisher,
George P. Brockway, that Erikson had recommended "that she limit
her psycho logical analyses" (p. 308 n. 80). Brockway also told Brodie
that Er ikson
is always bothered by the extreme cla ims made for psychohisto ry and most anxious that the discipline keep as Iowa
profile as possible. The Bullitt-Freud book on Wilson he
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thought as disaster, and the recent books on Nixon and the
Kennedys disgraceful. He has .. . no such feelings about your
work. At the same time he does ... feel it politic to reduce
the opportunities for sniping by unsympathetic reviewers .
(p. 308 n. 80)
Brodie seems to have counted on a favorabl e review of her book on
Jefferson from Erik Erikson, " if [hel would review it" (p. 213). But
Erikson would not review il.97
The complaints of ce rtain friends of psycho history that Brodie
had given psychohistory an d psycho biography a bad name with
Thomas Jefferson are not entirely missing from Bringhurst's cautious
account of her literary ca reer (see pp. 2 18- 19). Thus, Bringhurst
quotes Bruce Mazlish. a noted psychohistorian, as holding that
Brodie's treatment of Jefferson is "a disappoint ment" and that her
work is "flat and one-d imensiona l" (p. 2 19). But one can add that
Mazlish also thought that her "analysis of the psychological situation
is simply not convincing ... she then takes as bedrock what is still the
shifting sands of speculation."98
Unfortunately, Bringhurst sh ies away from such questions. But
he could have investigated these and related issues. Brodie's lectu res
for the courses she taught on political biography, psychobiography,
and American history at UCLA seem to have all been written fir st
and then presented to her students. Of cou rse, she borrowed lectures
or portions of lectures from her own store of such manuscripts, creating much duplication. Bringhurst claims that "she wrote out each
and every lecture, evidence of an overriding need to be carefully prepared but also of a deep-seated fear of public speaking-su rprising,
given her extensive forensic exper ience" (p. 182).99 It would have
been possible to examine in some detail what she made out of the Iit97. One wonders jf Erik Erikson communicated his opinio ns about Brodie's manuS(:ript to her publisher in writing. If he did, why didn't Bringhurst quote from the relevant
correspon<kn~? If nOl. was Erikson unwilling to put his opinions in writing? I .....onder if
what was ,ommunicated to Brodie was the full story.
98. Bru~ Mulish, Journal of American HiJtory6l /4 (Mar,h 1975): I09Q.
99. For two years she was a ~debater~ at Weber College under Leland Monson, Weber's
legendary forensics coach !pp. 39--42).
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eratu re of psychoan alysis and psych iatry Ihrough a careful exa mina tion of these matcrials.
Bringhurst could ha ve indicatcd which authors and books and
which theories equipped Brodie with exactly what tools to pry into
the intima te lives of othe rs. Would it not have been use ful to know
how well she had mastered the literature she cla imed had equipped
her with the ability to peck in side the lives of others an d to reveal
previously dark sec rets about th em? And would it not be nice to
know just how skill fu lly she had applied whatever she borrowed from
the psychological literature with which she was presumably familiar?
Some histo rians have believed the stories linking Jefferson and Sally
Hemings, and some have not. And some of her critics-Garry Wills,
for example-accept the story about Sally Hemings. What they tend
to object to is the way she tried to support her conclusions and the
extent to which the alleged liaison dominates her book. T he issue is
not whether Brodie was right in her claims about Jefferson fa thering
child ren by Sally Hcmings but the way she tried to support her claim
based on the evidence available when she wrote.
Bringhurst has fi gured out why Brodie's Thomas Jefferson became
a best-seUer. Her
examin ation of Jeffe rson's personal life had contemporary
relevance during thi s pcriod (late 1960s and early 1970s1
when many Americans were cynical about their elected leaders. particularly their presiden ts. Fueling such cynicism were
Lyndon lohnson's troubles in Vietnam followed by Richard
Nixon's problcms ove r Watergate. Then there were the revelations concern ing past presidential behavior. including the
extra marital affairs of Franklin D. Roosevelt and John F.
Kennedy. Brodie's treatment of Jefferson's carefully concealed
intimate relations with women other than his wife seemed
both timely and titillating, and it all went toward making a
best-selling book. (pp. 18~7)
So it turns out that Brodie's Tilomas Jefferson was trendy. which made
her work commercia lly viable, though it was not necessarily popular
with histo rians. who tend to look for a broader and deeper treatment
in a biography than the sort of thing available in kiosk magazines.
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It appears that once Brodie discovered in 1968 a tale about an alleged illicit relationsh ip between Jefferso n and Sally Hemings, this
became the main focus of her book. And her publisher recogn ized
that her treatment of Jefferson would be sensational, controvers ial,
and would sell well, which it did (see pp. 227-28, for example).
Right at the time Brodie was beginn ing to work on her biography
of Jefferson, she made the painful discovery that her powerful, charming. famous husband was cheat ing on her. According to Bringhurst,
he had always been "drawn to other women" and give n "to flirtat ious
behavior," which was "usually limited and vicarious, but he became
deeply involved with one particular woman, which led to an extramarital affair during the late 1960s" (p. 187). However, Bringhurst does
no t see Brod ie's d iscovery of her husband's infidelity as part of the
explanation for the passion with which she insisted that the powerful,
charming, influential Thomas Jefferson was guilty of an infidelity.
Bringh urst also reports tha t in May of 1968 Brodie d iscovered
Winthrop Jordan's "much heralded" book on American atti tudes toward blacks.loo In this important book, Jorda n played with the possibil ity that Thomas Jefferson might have had a sexual relationship
with Sally Hemings. "Brodie felt that Jordan had not gone far enough
in pursu ing the natu re of the relationship" (p. 194). She determi ned
to go further, and the relationship became the major focus of he r
treatment of Jefferson. lol
Brodie assumed that Jordan would be favorab ly impressed with
her treatment of Jefferson, but he was not. I02 Bringhurst explains that
100. Winthrop Jordan, White over Black: American Auiludes toward Ihe Negro, 15501812 (Cha~1 Hill: Unive rsity of North Carolina, 1968).
101. Annette Gordon-Reed explains Ihat ~Winthrop Jordan's 1968 treatment of Ihe
[Jefferson-HemingsJ controversy ... represented something of a departure from the altitude that had been taken until that point. Jordan wrote as an agnostic on the subject, considering the matter as part of his general analysis cof Jefferson's personality and attitudes
toward race. His generally balanced appraisal of what he considered to be Ihe evidence
paved th e way for Fawn Brodie's more ambitious study of the issuc.~ Gordon-Reed,
Thomas Jefferson and Sally Heming5: An Amtrkan Controller.!)' (Charlomsville: Un iversity
of Virgi nia Press, 1997),3.
102. Sec Jordan's review of Thomas Jefferson in the William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd
series 32/3 (July 1975): 510-12. Bringhurst notes that "Jordan's actual speculation on a

BRINGIIURST, FAWN McKAY BRODIE (MIDGLEY) • 67

Winthrop Jordan, whose own work on early American slavery and Thomas Jefferson ... had so influenced Brodie, was
surprisingly negative, accusing the author of bad psychology
and noting that on the question of Jefferson's relationship
with Sally Hemings, the centerpiece of Brodie's work, he remained "persuaded that it does not much matter:' (p. 218)
Jordan was not arguing that her conjectures were not true. Like others
of Brodie's critics, he complained that she stressed issues that were of
relatively little importance, even if some of her guesses turned out to
be right. which they might have been. These critics also doubted. especially with her use of so-called "insights" borrowed from Freud.
that she had come up with solid evidence to support her hunches.
It is clear that Bringhurst remains in thrall to Brodie as a historian; it is also dear that he wanted to find something that would vindicate her work as a biographer. He sought this evidence in her biography of Jefferson; hence. he conjectures that "the book's great
popularity resulted largely from Brodie's controversial assertion that
Jefferson had carried on a long-term sexual relationship with one of
his black slaves" (p. 5). He also claims that "recent DNA evidence, in
fact, proves nearly conclusively that Jefferson fathered at least one
child by Hemings. thus vindicating Brodie's earlier assertions" (p. 5).
Bringhurst asserts that "in 1998, DNA tests confirmed a direct
lineal relationship between Eston Hemings. Sally's youngest son. and
Thomas Jefferson. thus vindicating the assertions made by Brodie a
quarter century earlier" (p. 267). I am not convinced, however, that
the DNA tests and subsequent very detailed review by GordonReed 11H of everything that might constitute evidence have vindicated
Brodie's way of dealing with such issues. It is not clear how one could
independently test some of her ways of reading texts.
As I have shown, some historians already accepted the possibility
that Jefferson had fathered one or more children by Sally Hemings.
posSibl~ J~ff~rson.H~mings liaison is th~ focus of a mer~ five pag~s ... in th~ book.
Jordan concludes, 'Th~ qu~stion of Jefferson's miscegenation, it should be str~ssed, ... is
of limited. inter~sl and usefulness ~v~n if it could be satisfactorily answ~red'" (p. 304 n. 27).
103. See Gordon·Reed, Thotmls Jefferwn and Sally Hemings.
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What they often objected to in Brodie's treatment of this issue was
the way she tried to support the claim and the importance she placed
on it. So, on the real issues surrounding Brodie's many "assertions"
about Sally Hemings and Thomas Jefferson, DNA evidence does not
seem relevant and simply cannot vindicate her way of doing history;
tha t is, it cannot vindicate her efforts at psychohistory in this or any
of her books.
A Tentative Assessment
When I first encountered No Man Kn ows, it was obvious to me
that Brodie was a very adroit writer. One only has to compare No
Man Knows with either the scholarship or literary qualities of earlier
treatments of Joseph Smith to see that this is true. 1D4 And her literary
gift, for which she has been justly celebrated, was also superior to
most of those who have subseque ntly published on the Church of
Jesus Chr ist. Soon after and partly as a result of the publication in
1945 of No Man Knows, an increasingly sophi sticated literature began to appear that has relentlessly moved in different directions than
those pursued by Brodie. los
Brodie claimed that her biography of Joseph Smith grew ou t of
an effort on her part to explain the Book of Mormon. I06 She thought
that she could identify the sources from which Joseph Smi th fash ioned what she considered his "frontier fiction." As she worked on
her naturalistic explanat ion, she refused to explain Joseph Smith with
104. For exampk. compare with Harry M. Beardsley's JoseplJ Smith lind His Mormon
Empire (BOSlon; Houghton Mifflin, 1931). Thomas G. Alexander holds that Beardsley's
book ~has to be one of the most confUSing books on Mormonism produced by a major
publisher in the twentieth centu ry.~ See Alexander, ~The Place of ,o~ph Smith in the
Development of American Religion; A Historiographical I nquiry.~ Journlll of MormO/J
His/ory 5 (i 978): 3- 17. available in The Prophet Puzzle: l"terpretativt [,sIIYs 'J/J Joseph
Smith, ed. Bryan Waterman (Salt Lake City; Signature Books. 1999).21 n.7.
lOS. It is. however, only since the publication of Bushman's Joseph Smith and the
BegimJings of Mormonism that an accoullI with both high scholarly and literary merit has
be-en available.
106. Fawn M. Brodie, ~ Fawn McKay Brodie; An Oral History Intervie.....,· Dill/ague 14/2
(198l); 1M.
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the categories of abnormal psychology. which was an approach favored by some other critics. Instead, following Morgan's lead,l °7 she
sought to picture Joseph Smith as a conscious fraud. I08
Given her agenda, it is not surprisi ng that in April 1944. Brodie
wro te to Morgan as follows: "I am quietly tearing my hair over the
Book of Mormo n aga in . Those chapters [of No Man Knows] are the
ones I have worked over the most and [they) are st ill the least satisfactory."lo9 She was exactly right; she was never able to fashion a
really satisfactory explanation of the Book of Mormon. In 1971, in
the revised version of No Man Knows, she more or less silently parted
company with Morgan by shifting toward an explanation that relied
on the categories of abnormal psychology. But her portrait of Joseph
Smi th necessarily continued to rest on her account of the Book of
Mormon. Her original insistence was that the book was a consciously
contrived hoax and hence merely vapid "frontier fiction" intended at
fi rst as a history of the so-caUed Mound Builders. Only after Joseph
Smith had dictated a po rtion of this tale, according to Brodie's surmise, did he decide to weave some religious themes into it. 110 And it
was at this point that he started to evolve in to a "prophet." Whatever
one might think about Brodie's ingenu ity, her speculation about the
Book of Mormon was not grounded in a ca refu l assessment of its
conten ts and was dependent on a selective acceptance of some of the
earliest anti-Mormon lore.
It has now been fifty-five years since Brodie's biography of
Joseph Smith first appeared in print. Why should her speculation still
be receiving attention other than as a historical curiosity? For at least
one good reason: When No Man Knows fi rst appeared in November
107. See Midgley, "A Biographer and Her Legtnd,~ 148-53; and Gary F. Novak, "'The
Most Convenien t Form of Er ror': Dale Morgan on Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon," FARMS ReviewofBooh 811 (1996): 122-67.
108. See Midgley. "Who Really Wrote the Book of Mo rmon?~ 113-20.
109. Fawn M. Brodie to Dale L. Morga n, 26 April 1944, Morgan Pa~ rs, manuscript
roll 10, frame 62.
110. Brodie should receive credit for pe rsuading academics to reject ltie Spalding explanati on of the Book of Mormon. Only among a few sectarian anti-Mormons and olh·
ers with linle critical capacily is this seriously flawed explanation stilliaken seriously.
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1945, Brodie startled some of the Saints with the claim that the Book
of Mormon was an intentional hoax fashioned by Joseph Smith out
of materials he found in his immediate environment. Her claim
seems to have played a role in getting the Saints to take seriously both
the teachings and historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon. 111
She also seems to have managed, whatever her own intentions, to
have prodded Latter-day Saint historians into paying attention to
previously neglected archival and other obscu re texts related to
Joseph Smith. She thus stimulated the production of more accurate,
detailed, and authentic Mormon history. From my perspective, whatever one might think about the quality of her own scholarship, she
should receive credit for these sanguine developments.
Despite Brodie's engaging style, her treatment of the Book of
Mormon turns out to have been cursory and flawed. No Man Knows
has been promoted all these years mostly by those who are satisfied
with a smoothly written, though implausible, treatment of the Book
of Mormon and by those who have not given its arguments critical
attention. Subsequent serious attention to the Book of Mormon has
moved relentlessly away from Brodie's explanation and assessment. It
has thus become awkward to support the opinion that she had adequately explained Joseph Smith or confirmed the nineteenth-century
authorship of the Book of Mormon. In addition, key components of
her explanation have been directly refuted. Even for those sympathetic with her naturalistic stance, No Man Knows has become a
nicely written historical curiosity rather than a source for solid arguments and analysis.
The decay of Brodie's standing as a Mormon historian has not
gone entirely unnoticed. Elsewhere I have described efforts to shore
up her slumping reputation. l12 Bringhurst's earlier essays and now
his biography of Brodie fall within this general grouping. But he has
not been able to fashion a portrait of one able to take the measure of
Joseph Smith. No Man Knows My History is not a peg on which to
hang unbelief, unless one is inclined to ignore much of what Bring111. See Reynolds, "Coming Forth of the Book of Mormon.~
112. See Midgley, "A Biographer and Her l.egend,H 147- 230.
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hurst has uncovered about Brodie and most of the relevant literature
published since 1945 on the Book of Mormon and on the Mormon
pasL I1 3

113. If one were indined to brush aside what has been printed in the more than half a
(tntury sinet No Man Knows first apptart d, it would be ltss mtssy 10 simply go bade: to
E. D. Howt's MQrmonism UnYililtd (Paintsvillt, Ohio: 1834), which is tht mothtr of anti·
Mormon books, induding Brodie's, and to skip the entire cOnvtrsation that has taktn
plaet since 1834.

EVIDENCE?

Philip D. LaFleur

Arvin S. Gibson's introduction makes the purpose of his book
clear: "This book ... is my attempt to show what I have found to
be true; namely, that near-death studies, scient ific research on creation, and Mormon theology all serve as evidence for the existence of
a living and a loving God" (p. 25). I am more than willing to accept
that the theology of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is
essential to understanding the relationship of man to his Heavenly
Father and to the Savior. but r believe that this understanding comes
through the testimony of the Spirit whispering to man's spirit rather
than through what the world might accept as "evidentiary." The term
evidence is stronger than is justified. Indicatiotls might be a better
term, since so much is still unknown about near-death studies and
creation science.
Sincere men can (and do) use arguments of "evidence" to indicate that a Master Planner crea ted and directs the universe. However.
other sincere men have used similar, if not identical, "evidences."
viewed from a decidedly different vantage point. to propose that
everything in the universe. including man and his earth. is the result
of random processes.

n
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Gibson argues thai a firm application of stat istical principles refutes
the premise of an evolutionary beginning to life. Since other reviewers
discuss the statisticaJ issues,l I will not mention them further, except
to say that statistical arguments for or against the random creation of
life often assume that the cond itions with wh ich we are familiar on
the earth today applied millions of years ago when creat ion-random
or ot herwise- took place. We really have only a vague idea of what I
conditions were like on earth when it was created or of how different
condi tions migh t have helped (or hindered) the coming forth of life.
My biggest conce rn with this book is its over relia nce on neardeath experiences (NDEs). T hat NDEs happen seems ce rtain. Why
and how they happen and what, if anythin g, they really mean are
other issues that have ye t to be resolved. The NOE literature varies
from the purely neurological app roach 2 to the metaphysical. l
Craig R. Lundahl has written an interesting paper in the Journa l
of Near-Death Studies that suggests some overlap betwee n NDEs and
other "religio us" experiences. 4 Lundahl compares the experiences of
the children in Medjugorje (in the former Yugoslavia) who have reported daily visi tations by the Virgin Mary and have been transported
to what Da nte referred to as paradise, purgatory, and hell, to those
who have NDEs. Lundahl seems to validate both.
While I do not have a great deal of exper ience in studying NOEs,
some things seem unanswered: for example, why are NDEs not experienced mo re widely by people who have clinically "d ied "? and why
are NDE experiences so varied? In the sect ion on the plan o f salvation in chapter 7, "Mormonism- the Doctrine:' Gibson recounts the
I. &c the reviews by Kevin Uvingstone and G. Bruce Schaalje in this issue, pp. 77-89.
2. See, for example, Juan C. Saavedra-Aguilar and Juan S. G6mez-Jeria, "A Neu robiological Model for Near-Death Expericnces,~ l(JurlJu/ of Near- Death Studies (hereaftH
INDS) 714 ( 1989): 20S--22: and Geo rge E. Wellach, HT he Ncar· Death Experience as a
Product of Isolated Sut'conical Brain FunClion,~ lNDS L912 (2000): 71-90.
J. See. for example, Gracia F. Ellwood, "Religious Experience. Religious Worldviews,
and Near· Deat h Studies,» lNDS 1911 (2000): 5-21: and Kennet h Ring and Evelyn E.
VaJarino, Le5S(J1I5 from Ilu! Light: What We Can Leum from Ihe Near-Death Experience
(New York: Insight Books, 1998).
4. Craig R. l undahl, "A Co mparison of Other World Perceptions by Near-Deat h
Experienccrs and by the Marian Visionaries of Medjugorje," JNDS 1911 (2000): 4S--S2.
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story of a man with cystic fibros is who, during his NDE, was told that
he had "volunteered" for the disease in the premortal existence as a way
to rapidly undergo the "necessary" suffering on this earth (pp. 175--78).
I worry that this is a pretty slippery theological slope to climb. Does
this experience, therefore, mean that everyone with a congenital
physical or mental disease o r everyone who dies young from a pain ful illness such as cancer "volunteered" for that trial in life?
Gibson's scientific arguments for the existence of God are generally adequate and are subscribed to by a number of scientists. s
Fina lly, a little closer ed iting would have been valuable. Some
things could (and probably should) have been left ou t of the book.
The section on quantum quandaries in chapter 8, "The Evidence,"
adds nothing at all to the th rust of the book. Another example that
may seem trivial but shows a lack of careful preparation occurs in the
same chapter. Page 204 has a discussion on dates in wh ich eras are referred to as b.c.e and a.c.e. The usual abbreviation for "before the
common era" is D.C.E. (in small caps). The abbrev iation a.c.e. is incorrect; we are presently in the "common era," represented by the abbreviation C.E.
Although I admire the amount of effort and personal research
that went into the book. I believe that the book's weaknesses overpower its strengths.

5. See, for example, Frank J. Tipler, The Physi(S of Immortality: Modern Cosmology,
God, and the Resurrection (New York: Anchor Books-Doubleday, 1994), and David L.
Clark, ed., Of Heavtn lind Earth: Reconciling SCientific Thought with LDS Theology (Sail
Lake City: [)estret Book, 1998).

BURDEN OF PROOF: A REVIEW OF
FINGERPRINTS OF

BY ARVIN

S.

GOD,

GIBSON

Kevin Livingstone

A s Alma was contending with the antichrist KorihoT, he countered

n

Korihor's request for a sign of the existence of Cod by affirming
that "all things denote there is a God; yea, even the earth, and all
things that are upon the face of it, yea, and its motion, yea, and also
all the planets which move in their regular form do witness that there
is a Supreme Creator" (Alma 30:44). In this vein, Arvin Gibson's new

book shows us what he feels are the "fingerprints" of God, the "evi4
dence of God's intimate association with his earthly children, of his
handiwork in the architecture of the universe and the world, and of
his continuing communication with prophets" (p. 25). The majority
of this evidence is provided by near-death experiences (NDEs), a recurring theme throughout the book, with selected research from the
biological and physical sciences.
The unique combination of subject matter presented in the book
stems from Gibson's physical science background as a nuclear engineer
and his enthusiastic study of NDEs. One of Gibson's more ambitious
goals for the book is to show that a bridge between science and reli gion may be constructed on the foundation of "the evolving science of
n
NDEs (p. 38). Unfortunately, Gibson's coverage of a wide breadth of
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subject matter at the expense of depth, particularly in his treatment
of scientific matters in which he is not an expert, may confuse readers
lacking sufficient background. At times the organization and logic of
the book contribute to this confusion as well. In the end, I found this
book to be more about NDEs than science; I suspect your final opinion of the purported fingerprints identified in the book will depend
on how you view NDEs.
Both the first section of the book and an appendix deal exclu sively with NOEs, a subject that Gibson apparently started studying
as the result of an NOE his father had when Gibson was a child. A
brief history of NDE research is provided, along with a justification
for NDE study, a description of some of the methods used in the
field, rebuttals to common arguments against the veracity of NOEs,
and numerous examples of NDEs. The basic position Gibson advances is that the level of rigor used in studying NDEs and the corroborative nature of some of them show that these experiences are
real. According to Gibson, the validity of NDEs proves the existence
of a realm inaccessible to science. Skeptics and scientists must, therefore, admit that some truths cannot be explored or explained by the
laws of science. Once he has opened this floodgate, Gibson feels free
to classify alJ areas of study that do not have firm scientific explana tions as "fmgerprints of God." The NOEs are then also used as sources
of information about the spirit world and the laws that govern it.
Reading this book was my first exposure to the growing field of
NOE research, but admittedly, I was biased against the validity of
such experiences. After finishing the book, my doubts remained and
to some extent were even amplified by the diversity of experiences
presented. Even after allowing for the difficulty of trying to exp lain
things that perhaps our mortal minds cannot grasp. the apparent variety inherent in NOEs suggested to me that either people were having many different experiences after death or their memories of the
experiences and their ability to describe what had happened were
limited. In either case, the fingerprints that depended on NDE testimony, although clear to Gibson, seemed fuzzy to me.
The next section of the book presents evidence for God's involvement in the creation of the universe and life. Gibson cites many
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studies of the physical constants and measurements of different parts
of the cosmos that appear to fall within a narrow range of values that
allows life as we know it to exist. This apparent "fine-tuning" of the
universe for conditions that permit life is another of the fmgerprints
that Gibson suggests. This chapter and the corresponding appendix
on biology are the parts on which I am most qualified to comment,
given my background in plant evolutionary genetics. I found the explanations of biological properties and processes to be, for the most
part, factually correct (although DNA molecules are not composed
of amino acids [po 139); proteins are synthesized by ribosomes, not
by DNA [p. 139]; and the glossary entries for DNA, RNA, and prokaryote, to name a few, are inaccurate), but their abbreviated and incomplete nature was painfully evident. The evidence presented for
God's involvement in biological creation consists of analyses of the
probability of complex life arising or evolving in a particular time
frame. The chapters dealing with the creation of the universe and life
both end with NOEs, but I was not able to discern how these experiences advanced Gibson's argument nor did I find that the NOEs contributed to my understanding of how life started in the universe. For
example. the chapter on biological creation ends with the experience
of a woman who watched her own open-heart surgery during an
out -of-body experience and who could identify a source of bleeding
the doctors couldn't see.
In identifying God's fingerprints in the creation, Gibson recapitulates several arguments from other sources that all conclude that life
is impossible to explain using Darwinism; therefore, God must have
created complex living organisms in at least a rudimentary form.
Gibson's attitude is immediately evident from his oversimplified
prose: for example, he repeatedly asks the reader to consider whether
a lightning bolt could have hit a mud puddle billions of years ago to
create the slime that eventually made your "Uncle Willie" (pp. 136,
147). The type of argument Gibson engages in is commonly known
as "God of the gaps:' where holes in scientific explanations are filled
by assertions of divine intervention. This reasoning also figures
prominently in the discussion of the creation of the universe. The danger in basing one's faith in such arguments is illustrated by history:
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before Newton, God was invoked to explain the motion of the planets. After Newton formu lated the law of gravity, it became clear that
this motion was the result of interaction between the masses of heavenly bodies. Another example is the germ theory of disease: whereas
historically many afflictions were ascribed to the wrath of God, we
now understand their cause to be microorganisms and have developed effective treatments against them. So. while it is true that science cannot completely explain the state of the universe before the
big bang or exactly how life began, the lack of explanation does not
mean that the answers will never be forth coming. New fossils are being discovered, the time line for the appearance of life is frequently
revised, and new twists on the possible origins of life are constantly
being found (i.e., self-catalyzing ribozymes, prions, etc.). These discoveries make basing testimonies on what seems at present impossible
or inexplicable ill-advised.
In addition, Gibson's arguments in trying to assign a probability
to the creation of life without God's assistance manifest several fundamental flaws that make basing faith in these types of views even
more hazardous. These probabilities are all calcu lated based on assumptions of single events creating complex molecules in a single
step. No self-respecting biologist will try to tell you that a complex
extant protein arose ex nihilo. Under the theory of organic evolution,
life is wholly conditional-the current generation depends on the
previous generation, proteins made by cells depend on the genes encoded by the DNA within the cell, etc. The fallacy of arguments that
use probability to show that life is "impossible" without divine intervention, such as those presented in this book, can be shown by the
following vastly oversimplified example. Consider that you exist because you had a mother and father. Your mother and father also had
a mother and father, and so on back to the first mother and father.
Your existence depends on an unbroken chain of mothers (females)
on one side and fathers (males) on the other side. Consequently, you
would not exist if one of the children from your mother or father
line was born the opposite gender. The probability of a child being a
particu la r gender is about ~ . If we assume the passing of five thousand years since the first mother and father and allow twenty-five
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years pe r generation, then the probabil ity of your mother/father line
exist in g intact from the first mother/ father to you r mother/father is
~200. or about IO~ ' . Beca use your mother and fa ther lines are independent, they can be multiplied, making thc probability that you exist
around 10-122 , give or take a factor of 10. Since this fits the definition
of impossible used by Gibson (less than one chance of success in 10 50
tr ies), you don't exist, and it is poi ntl ess for me to co ntinue this review because you can't read it, and I don't exist to write it either.
This example demonstra tes that we deal with "impossible" th ings
every day and that these th ings are not so imposs ible when cond itioned on prior events. The probab il ity of your existence, given that
your parents exist and had children. is cons iderably greate r th an
10- 122 • The probab ili ty that a particu lar protein exists depends on
myriad historical variables, not on th e oversimplifi ed hypotheses
used by ant i-evolutionists. Th e "God of the gaps" argument is, therefore, both wrong and insidious because of its impli ca tions for science. If we accept the argument that science will never be able to explain these elusive and fundamental aspects of the universe, further
scie ntific study of the creation and evo lution will be discouraged.
Gibson's own ca reer in nuclea r power depended on Einstein's push ing into previously unfathomable areas to deduce that E =mc2• I believe in a fine balance that both acknowledges God's creation of the
universe and supports fu rther st udy of evolu tion an d creation.
Brigham Young told Ihe Saints that "when we demonstrate a truth ,
we demonstrate a portion of the faith , law, or power by which all in ·
tell igent bei ngs exist, whethe r in heaven or on earth, consequently
when we have truth in our possession we have so much of the knowledge of God."l Subscr ibi ng to Gibson's point of view would stifle
study by LDS sc ient ists, go ing against "our privilege and our duty to
search all things upon the face of the earth."2
The last sect ion in Gibson's book contains a sho rt history of
Mo rmonism and shows how NDEs suppo rt the doctrines of the
I. Joh n A. Wid tsoe, DiJwllrSes of Brigham Young (Salt Lake City: Dt'serCI Book,
1925), 16-17, emphasis added.
2. Ibid., 392.
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church. NOEs are used to discuss the concept of light. demonstrate
that participants come away from their experience feeling that there
is a plan. and provide evidence for a premortal existence (through a
particularly intriguing account of a man who apparently chose prior
to his birth to have cystic fibrosis ). While seeing the correspondence
between these examples and LOS beliefs is gratifying, other sections
of the book suggest that this activity may not always be so fruitful.
For example. I found it interesting that the NOEs varied widely
with respect to factors such as how participants viewed their form
during the NDE and how they described the appearance of other
spirits: only 55 percent reported seeing other spirits in "human
form" (p. 69). This seems to indicate that participants were having ei~
ther the same experience with different memories or different experiences altogether. Either explanation would cast doubt on NOEs as a
probative tool for one particular viewpoint. The introduction also
clarifies that many religions and New Age philosophies use NOEs to
their doctrinal advantage. Another inconsistency I noticed was that
for at least some of the people interviewed, the experience did not
persuade them to believe in Christ (see. for example, p. 66), again
showing that interpretation of this evidence is arbitrary. On the other
hand, Kenneth Ring, the author of the book's foreword. states that
his study of NOEs caused him to believe in God (see p. 18).
The use of NOEs as proof of the existence of God or correctness
of any particular religion has serious theological implications on the
role of faith, a point acknowledged by Gibson (see p. 104) and especially salient for Latter-day Saints (d. Alma 32:26--43). While agreeing with most NOE researchers that NOEs cannot be taken as proof
of life after death, Gibson hedges by saying that they "offer substan ~
tial evidence that there could be something beyond this life" (p. 105).
This raises one issue I was disappointed that Gibson did not address
further in the book, namely the role of scientific fact presupposing
an LOS faith.
The gospel of Jesus Christ "comprehends all true science known
by man"3 and "every truth that there is in heaven. on earth, or in
3. Ibid.. 3.
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hell ."4 These truths, however, seem to testify of something on ly once
the seed of faith has started to grow within us. They do not provide a
sure knowledge from which our faith may grow. My personal opinion is that we should not spend our ti me t ryi ng to prove the existence of God on the playing fie ld of science but rather take the truth
gained by science and examine it through the lens of our own faith.
For instance. it is fact that gene m utations occur and are inherited.
that chimpanzees and humans share vast stretches of identical DNA
sequences, and that dinosaur fossils exist. Given these facts and my
fa ith, interesting quest ions immed iately come to mind. Why did God
create the earth this way? Can we, in the expectation that our testimonies will increase, infer anything about the process of creation
from what we can observe as we go about studying the earth and
"seekling] ... for wisdom ... [thatl the mysteries of God shall be unfolded unto [us[" (D&C 6:7)1
Gibson closes the book with a summary of the evidence he identifies as the fingerpr ints of God. In addition, he includes an eclectic
mix of other fingerprin ts- ranging from space-time and travel at the
speed of ligh t to studies of chiasmus in the Book of Mormon to the
accou nt of a man who was converted because of his NDE-and his
heartfelt testimony of how h is lifelo ng in terest in these fields has
brought him closer to God.
In the end, our testimon ies of the ex istence of God cannot be
based on one thi ng alone. Mormon said, "every thing which ... persuadellhl to believe in Chr ist ... is of God" (Moroni 7:16). This
book presents an interesting portrait of how one man's study of perhaps nontraditional subjects has brought him closer to Christ. While
other books provide more than the slices and summa ries of research
presented by Gibson in the areas of evolu tion, cosmology. and NDEs,
they willlikcly not try to relate these subjects to the restored gospel
of Jesus Chr ist. Reviewing this book has, however, been in many ways
a difficult personal exercise for me. While rhe author and r share the
same religion and core set of beliefs-tha t God ex ists, that God created the universe and life, that we all existed before this life and will
4. Ibid., I).
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continue our existence after death-our interpretation differs for
much of the evidence presented. Since the study of these areas does
not constitute an activity necessa ry for salvation and these are subjects that have not received much prophetic attention, I am grateful
that differences of opinion can be permitted.

DENOTE OR PROVE?

G. Bruce Schaalje

A rvin Gibson's Fingerprints of God is a well-meaning and energetic

n

book. Although he never expl icitJy defines what a "fingerprint of
God" is, I assume it to mean that jus t as fingerprints left at a crime
scene often provide irrefu table evidence of the identity of the peTpe·
trator, God's fingerprints are very st rong-even irrefutable-clues
left by God in his work of bringing to pass "the immortality and eternallife of man" (Moses 1:39), Gibson boldly proclaims that when
co nsidered ca refully, ncar-death experiences (NOEs), aspects of
phys ical and biological science, and the restoration a nd message of
the gospel are three such fingerprints. In a sense, the book is Gibson's
personal expanded version of Alma's testimony to Korihor that "all
things denote there is a God; yea even the ea rth , a nd all things that
are upon the face of it " (Alma 30:44). Critically reviewing this book
is difficuh in that it feels a bit like critiq uing a testimony.
I did enjoy reading much of the book and cou ld not help being
drawn in by Gibson's enthusiasm. I had not previously read literature
about NDEs, and I found some of the experiences touching and intriguing. Some were less convin cing and raised questions in my mind,
but that was not unexpected. I read several of them to my wife while

Review of Arvin $. Gibson. Fi',gerprints of God; EVidencesfrom Near-

Death Studies, Scientific Research on Creation, and Mormon Theology.
Bountiful, Utah: Horizon. 1999. 320 pp., with index. $19.98.
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on a long car trip, and we enjoyed discussing them. However, Gibson
is not a polished writer, and the text is somewhat repetitive. 1 also
had trouble determining the target audience for the book; it seemed
to oscillate between those who are and those who are not members
of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. But there is much
food for thought, and the flaws, for the most part, add charm and in+
nocence to the book.
Having said this, I admit that I was not convinced by some of
Gibson's arguments. Even though my faith in God is strengthened as
I look at nature and the universe with their beauty, complexity, order,
and apparent optimality, I do not find in these the irrefutable proofs
that Gibson claims. I think there is a difference between th ings "denoting" there is a God and things "proving" there is a God. I found
myself arguing with Gibson about some of his rigid conclusions, even
though I agree with his general point of view.
Gibson's discussion of fingerprints ranges far, including NOEs,
cosmology, quantum physics, molecular biology, evolutionary theory,
paleontology, probability, church history, and chiasmus. The scope of
the discussion is impressive, as is his boldn ess in tackling and combining so many topics. I am not qualified to comment intelligently
on many of his points. Being a statist ician, however, I will illustrate
my concerns by commenting on his references to statistics and probability theory.
Gibson mentions statistical ideas in a discussion of the strengths
and weaknesses of current research on NOEs. He notes that the resea rch has consisted mainly of gathe ring stories from those who
have experienced NOEs, and he gives an honest description of his
own method for finding candidates (referrals from friends and newspaper advertisements) and carrying out and recording the interviews
(pp. 33-34). He admits that NOE researchers "could not fix the parameters of data that they gathered with such techniques as doubleblind studies and sophisticated pre-test statistical gathering meth ·
ods" (p. 88). Although I am not exactly sure what he means by this
statement, I appreciate his admission that statistical controls might
strengthen NDE research. I wish he had elaborated on this point. I
think it is possible for some form of blinding to be used in this re-
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sea rch. I imagine a scenario involving both skept ics of and believers
in NOEs as interviewers and those who had actually experienced
NOEs along with those who had invented stories as interviewees. The
process would involve combinations of interviewers and in terviewees,
neither of whom would know to which group the other belonged.
Sim ilarly, although I am not sure what Gibson meant by "soph isticated pre-test statistical gat hering methods," I can im agine a study
involving the random selection of patien ts whose medica l records indicated a heart stoppage for some defined period of time followed by
recovery. It would be interesting to see what percentage of such patie nts have NOEs and if sol icited reports differ from voluntary reports of NOEs. Othe r improveme nt s might include sta ndard ized
ques tionnaires designed to ga uge the degree to wh ich interviewees
had been influenced by previous exposu re to NOE accoun ts. Gibson
notes that Kenneth Ring has attempted to introduce "more stati stical
gathering techniques" (p. 88) into NOE research bu t gives no details.
My concern and disappointment in this section is that after men tion ing the potential adva ntages of incorpo rati ng statistical ideas
into the ga thering of NOE data, Gibson reverses himself. He claims
thaI stati stical criticisms of NOE research could be viewed as the
"epitome of arrogance" because NOEs are crafted by God for the
needs of spec ific individuals and not for th e needs of researchers.
Somehow this means that statistical cr iticisms are no lo nger valid.
Whi le I agree that applyin g statistical requirements to NOE research
would be diffi cult, I do not th ink that it wou ld be offensive to try to
impose acade mic rigor on NOE research. If NOEs tru ly are fingerpr int s of God. they arc presumably del iberatel y given to enhance
our faith. Rigorous met hods would only add to their effectiveness.
I wou ld have been happy if Gibson had simply noted the inherent
statistical weakness of much NDE research.
Gibson devotes several pages of the book to probabilist ic ar guments regarding the creat ion of the universe and life on earth
(pp. 28.134-49, 195-96). In the book proper. he gives no details on
the derivation of these probabilities. He simply sta tes them. with references to their sou rces. He also refers readers interested in derivations to sample calculations in appendix C (pp. 240-50). The reported
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probabilities of the random creation of a simple bacterium or even a
typical protein characteristic of a living organism are incredibly
small numbers. ranging from lO- 20 to 10-40.000. The reported probabiJity of a universe consisting of stars and galaxies rather than black
holes is many. many orders of magnitude smaller than these.
Several things about this discussion concern me. First, Gibson
repeatedly says that the vaJue IO-~ is the probability cutoff accepted
by scientists as a definition of "impossibility" (pp. 29.137.145, 241).
He gives no reference for this statement but implies that it is such a
commonly accepted value that all scientists are familiar with it. r was
not familiar with it, and neither were several of my colleagues. I very
much doubt that scientists would agree to define impossibility this
way. This is a minor issue, but it reinforced my impression that Gibson has a tendency to overstate his case.
Second, Gibson's sources for his probability calculations were not
from mainstream scientific literature. If the references had been, I
would have been more comfortable, trusting that they had been properly derived and peer reviewed.
Third, the probability calculations in appendix C are, in my
opinion, flawed. For example, in his calculation of the probability of
the random creation of a blood-clotting protein, Gibson suggests
that of 30,000 gene pieces in a typical animaJ with blood-clotting capability.4 have to do with blood-clotting proteins. He then uses these
two numbers to calculate the desired probability as I in 30.0004, the
probability of selecting 4 specific objects at random out of a set of
30,000 distinct objects, assuming selection with replacement. He
computes that if it took 0.1 second for each selection of 4 gene
pieces, it would take 3.17 x 109 years to work through all possible selections. The problem here is that the probability model has nothing
to do with the biology of the situation. I know only a little about biology, but I cannot envision how natural selection of a 4-gene-piece
protein could be modeled as a single draw of 4 objects with replacement from an existing set of 30,000 objects, even if those objects
happen to be the 30,000 gene pieces of a typical organism. The use of
0.1 second per draw in the time calculation is completely arbitrary,
and it is highly unlikely that one would have to run through all
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30,0004 draws before select ing the desired set of 4. This example made
me wary of all of the calculated probabilit ies reported in the book.
It is not hard to compute extremely small probabili ties by combin ing famil iar- looking numbers. The question is whether they have
anything to do wi th rea lity. Infor mative probabi li ties are based on
careful models of the whole situation and arc often coun terintuitive.
For example, Evelyn Marie Adams won the New Jersey lotte ry twice
in a short period of time. I The probability of a specific person buying two lottery tickets and winni ng with both tickets is about I in 17
trillion, and one is tempted to think tha t an extremely unlikelyeven impossible-even t happe ned in Adams's case. However, the
l-in -17 trillion chance is not rea ll y relevan t. The fully form ulated
quest ion is about someone, somewhere, sometime win ning a lottery
tw ice . T his probab ility has been calcu lated as about 1 in 2 for any
seven-year period. So it rea lly is not surprising that someone li ke
Adams happened to do it. I fear that many of the calcu latio ns quoted
by Gibson suffer fro m sim il ar problems- they do not address the
fully releva nt probabil istic situa tion. In orde r to obtain a mean ingful
and releva nt result, a probability calculation addressing the creation
of life must realistically reflect the complete biological process in the
full context.
Gibson sums up h is sec tion on probab il ity by stating, "From
probabili ty considerations alone, there is only one ratio nal answer as
to how life began-God" (p. 216). For Gibson, these calculations and
the other fingerp ri nts in the book settle the issue. There is only one
rational conclusion for him. Wh ile I am persuaded by many of the issues that Gibson raises and agree that these thi ngs suggest or denote
that there is a God, I do no t believe that they settle the issue. My
reservation about the book is that scientifically unsophisticated readers might be m isled by Gibso n's arguments, and scientifically sophistica ted readers might be turned off by Gibson's bold clai ms. The
book would have been more successfu l in en hancing faith if Gibson
had taken a softer line on his fi ngerprints.
I.

298-99.

Jess ica M . Utts. Sui/lg thrQugh Stat istiC!. 2nd td. (Ne w York: Duxbury, 1999),

COMMENTS ON CRITICAL EXCHANGES

Louis Midgley

Indignation is a bad counselor. OUT indignation proves at best
that we are well meaning. It docs not prove that we are right.

Leo Strauss 1
o sec what Glen Hettinger is attempti ng to accomplish by publishing his cri tique of me, I believe that an awareness of the larger
context of the conversation about Joseph Sm ith's prophetic truth
cla ims. in which Hettinger's essay plays a polemical role, is needed.
Since he is attacking me, this must include an indication of why I have
given any attention at all to Fawn Brodie and what that attent ion has
actually consisted of.

T

A Brief Prolegomenon
For two decades I have been attentive to the question of how
writers, whether believers or not, explain the Book of Mormo n (an d
hence also how they attempt to account for Joseph Smith ). In a few
instances I have been able to engage in fruitful conversa ti ons with

I. Leo Strauss, N<ltural Right and Hi5tory (Chicago: Uni vtrsity of Chicago Prtss,
1953),6.

Review of Glen J. Hettinger, "A Hard Day for Professor Midgley: An
Essay for Fawn McKay Brodie," Dialogue 3211 (1999): 91-101.
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those who maintain differing opinions.2 I hold that historical accounts, as well as the related understanding of certain texts, playa
crucial role in the perpetuation of the Lauer-day Saint community of
faith and memory.) I have examined various accounts of the Book of
Mormon in which it is read as nineteenth-century fiction fashioned
by Joseph Smith, either knowingly or unknowingly, out of sources
floating around his immediate environment. I have shown that these
accounts are flawed; when critics have read the Book of Mormon as
fiction, they have not been able to coherently explain its contents or
origins. 4 To begin to read the Book of Mormon as other than an au-

2. One example. of three or four that I can recall. is an exchange wi th Professor
Martin E. Marty. who is perhaps the leading American Protestant church historian. See
Louis Midgley, ~T he Acids of Modernity and the Crisis in Mormon Historiography,~ in
F(lilhjul History; Ena}"5 on Writing Mormon History, ed. George D. Smith (Salt Lake City:
Signature Books. 1992). 189-225. Marty's views we re presented as the Tanner Lecture at
the L983 Mormon History Association meeting. His talk was published under the title
~TWo Integrities: An Address to the Crisis in Mormon HiSl orios raphy,~ in the /ourn(ll of
Mormon History 10 ( 1983): 3-19. It was reprinted, with slight change~, as "History: The
Case of the Mormons, a Special People.~ in Marty's Religion and Republic; The American
Cirrumst(lnce (Boston: ikacon, 1987),303--25.377-78. and th en reprinted under its original title in Faithful History, 169-88. 1 consider my exchange with Professor Marty to be a
model of the civility possible when crudal issues are explored. For an earlier and some·
what different response to Professor Marty. see Louis Midgley, ~The Challenge of Historical Consciousness: Mormon History and the Encounter with Secular Modernity,~ in
By Study Qnd Also by Faith: Essays in Honor of Hugh W Nibley, I'd. John M. Lundquist and
Stephen D. Ricks (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1990).2:502-51 .
3. 1 am not concerned with peripheral issues. I deplore depictiOfLs o f the Saints as
fau iliess heroes. J like much of what is currently being published on the Mormon past. I
see vast improvement in Mormon studies, including the work of historians. both Latterday Saint and otherwise. since World War II . On the other hand. [ also prefer candor
about the fau lts of critics of the Latter-day Saints. [ expect openness and honesty about
historians in particular and other intellectuals in general.
4. See, for example, Louis Midgley, ~Who Really Wrote the Book of Mormon? The
Critics and Their Theories," in 800k of Mormon Authonhip Revisited: The Evidence for
Ancient Origins, cd. Noel B. Reynolds (Provo. Uuh: FARMS, 1997), 101- 39; and Louis
Midgley. ~ 'To Remember and Keep': On the Book of Mormon as an Ancient Book."in The
Disciple as Scholar: Essays on Scripture (lnd Ihe Ancient World in Honor of Richard Uoyd
Anderson, ed. Stephen D. Ricks. Donald W. Parry, and Andrew H. Hedges (Provo, Utah:
FARMS. 2000), 95-137.
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thentic a ncient text radicall y transmogrifies both the ground and
content of fa ith.s
During much of 1999 and 2000, I lived in Auckland, New Zealand,
where my wife and I d irected the Lome Street Institute of Religion as
auxiliary CES missionaries. The Sa ints, cuisine. a nd countryside were
simply wonderful. But other additional. noteworthy sources of pleasure arose when American friends provided me with two cop ies of
Hettinger's little screed from Dialogue and regaled me with accounts
of how D. Michael Qui nn, a former Mormon hi storian, had decorated the new edi tion of his Early Mormonism and the Magic World
View 6 with unseemly personal attacks on Latte r-day Saints who have
crit icized his work and opin ions. I will demonstrate that both Quinn
(a nd Hettinger) reduce intellectual issues to con fl icts between Good
Guys and Bad Guys. Though I am sympathetic with those who have
identified problems with Quinn's app roach and book,7 I really like
some things about his book. I will explain.
5. To see exactly what h.ppens to a religiOUS co mmunity when a radical revision is
made in its founding story, on~ has only to note th ~ bewildnm~nt, di saff~ction, splil1\ering. and rapid dedine of the Reorganized Church of Jes us Christ of Laller Day Saints
(now called Co mmunity o f Christ) thaI have taken place, at least in part, as a result of
officially sponsored and approved revisionist readings of the Book of Mormon and
of ot her equally fundamental rev isions in thei r traditio nal understanding of themselves.
These developments may be partly Ihe result of imitating the way liberal Protesta nt s have
dealt with the crucial hi storical s~bstance in the New Testament. For details, sec Louis
Midgley, "The Radical Reformat:on of the Reorgani7_ation of the Restoration: Rece nt
Changes in the RLDS Understa nding of the Book of Mormon,~ Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 212 ( 199)): 132- 63; and Louis Midgley, "More Revisionist Legerdemain
and the Book of Mormon," Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 3 ( 199 1): 295-301.
6. D. Michael Qui nn, Ell/ly Mormonillll and the Magic World View, rev. and enl. (Salt
Lake Ci ty: Signature Book5, 1998).1 had not yet seen a copy of the new edition of Quinn's
book before I left for New Zealand on 7 Jan uary 1999.
7. See John Gee, "'An Obstacle to Deeper Understanding: ~ FARMS Review of Books
12/2 (2000): 185-224; William J. Hamblin, ~T hat Old Black Magic,» fARMS Review of
Books 12/2 (2000): 225- 393; and Rheu S. James, "Writing History Must Not Be an Act of
'Magic;» FARMS Review of Books 12/2 (2000): 395-414. One ought also to consult KJaus J.
Hansen, "Quinnspeak," FARMS Review of Books 1011 (1998): 132-40; and Geo rge L.
Mitton and Rhett S. James, "A Response to D. Michael Quinn's Homosexual DIstortion of
Latter-day Saint Histo ryt FARMS Review of Books 101 1 ( 1998): 14 1-263, for significant.
detai led criticisms of Quin n's approach to the Mo rmon past.
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Anthony Grafton has nOled that satirists have recently invented
terms like Fuj3notenwissenschaft or Fuj3notologie8 to describe those
who make a fetish of their footnotes. And I agree with those who have
pointed out that Quinn seems inclined to float along half-submerged
in his often bloated footnotes. But one can learn much from looking
deeply into some of those notes. Why? "To the inexpert, footnotes
look like deep root systems, solid and fixed; to the connoisseur, ...
they reveal themselves as anth ill s, swarming with constructive and
combative activity."9 So I regularly turn to notes in essays to see what,
if anything, is going on just beneath the surface. Grafton has shown
that one important function of footnotes is to "confer authority on a
writer." And Quinn appeals to his notes to bolster his authority. Grafton adds that "unlike other types of credential s ... footnotes some times afford entertainment-normally in the form of daggers stuck
in the backs of the author's co lieagues."10 And so it is with Quinn. r
have combed some of the footnotes (actually endnotes) in Quinn's
magic book to see what wounds he has tried to inflict on his critics.
He is, I sadly conclude, engaged in polemic against various writers,
whom he labels "polemicists"; their offense is that they have not genuflected before the edifice of his scholarship.
But some things hidden away in Quinn's notes please me. I will
provide one juicy and instructive example. Since 15 October 1981, in
bouts of correspon dence with Quinn, 1I I have attempted to explain
to him exactly what my concerns are with what I sometimes call revisionist Mormon history.12 Until now he has been unable or unwilling
8. See Anthony Grafton, The FOOlllOle: A Curious History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 25.
9. Ibid.,9.
10. Ibid.,S.
II. Which I will make available to any inlen:sted party. I rather like the idea of future
archinl evidence being available to everyone now. Those who make a living from the debris collected in archives should have no objections to having some of their papoers made
readily available.
12. By ~revisionistH I do not mean what Quinn seems to have in mind by that term.
What I use that te.rm to identify are efforts to read the Book of Mormon as Qfronticr fiction," to use Fawn Brodie's expression (see Nu Man Knows My History INew York: Knopf,
1945 ). 67). or to explain Joseph Smith's prophetic truth claims in secular or naturalistic
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to accept my position. Instead, he has accused me of being a stalking
horse for some evil en terprise hatched by the Brethren, which he imagines is aimed at presumably innocent historians whose only concern is
adva ncing Quinnlike "truth" abo ut the Mormon past. Or he has
complai ned that (am actually fau ltin g the work of all Mormon historians (or at least those he chooses to label "new Mo rmon histori ans,"1] an ambiguous label he uses to include vi rtually everyone except those he charges with being defenders of "t raditional" Mormon
history). Neithe r of these charges is true.
Now, for the very first time. Qui nn has shown that he both understands and ag rees with my posi t ion on historical treatments of
Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon. I am gra tified by this. He
now gran ts the following; "( agree with FARMS writer Louis Midgley
that there is a 'Great Divide' in Mormon studies between historians
who believe that Joseph Smi th was 'a ge nuine prophet' (as Smith defined himself) and those who do nol."14 Quinn is actually agreei ng
with Dale Morgan. who fashioned the label "Great Divide" to identify
a watershed between va rious often competing and even inconsisten t
naturalistic explanations of Joseph Smith's prophetic truth claims on
the one side and the accounts written by fa ithful Latter-day Sa ints on
the other. Al l Quinn and I now have to do is work out which histori ·
ans are on which side of the Great Divide, an d he can then begin to
confront those naturalist ic accounts that should necessa rily displease
him. Since he co nstantly proclaims that he is a believer and that he
terms, thai is, as a conscious. intenlional rraud (Dale Morgan and Fawn Brodie's original
explanation) or as a manifestati on o( mysticism, myth, magic, or madness (in various
more recent accounts by cultural Mo rmons). Quinn S(ems to uS( the label ~revisionist H to
iden titY anyon e who supplements. modifies, CIllar~s, or correCIS any detail in any earlie r
account of the Mormon pas!, or anyone who takes up some new topic.
13. For critical commentary on Quinn's ambiguous label, ~ n ew Mormon history,H see
Louis Midgley, review of The New Mormon History: Rfllisionis/ Essays OIl/he Past, ed. by
D. Michael Quinn, John Whilmer His/orieal AssociaTion Journal 13 (1993); 118-2 1.
14. Quinn. Early Mormonism and the Magic World View ( 1998 cd,), 352 n. 98. The ex·
H
pression ~FARMS wriler is gratuitous and part of Q uinn's persistent dforl to disparage
by branding with 13beJS. He thereby avoids a gen uine confrontation wilh argume nts and
evidence.
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even wants to be known as a conservative apologist for the faith of
the Latter-day Saints (o ne, we assume, committed to defending the
historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon from any and all counterexplanations), there should be at least some evidence that he is willing
to join with those he denigrates as "FARMS polemicists" in responding
to attempts to read the Book of Mormon as "frontier fiction ."
After Quinn co ncedes that Morgan was right about a Great Divide, distinguishing two approaches to Joseph Smith's truth claims
and also proclaims that he is on the believing side of this watershed,
he then complains that I go wrong because I toss any writer I presumably "dislike"ls " into the category of d isbeliever, anti-Mormon, or
'cultural Mormon."'16 He then cites one of my essays to demonstrate
that I have done these terrible thingsY However, in the essay Quinn
cites, I have not indiscriminately placed anyone on the wrong side of
the Great Divide. On one page that he cites, alll did was indicate that
Dale Morgan, who was a solid unbeliever. liked to refer to a Great
Divide when explaining Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon.
Then r demonstrated that Bernard DeVoto had a different naturaJistic
explanation for Joseph Smith from the one favored by Morgan and
Brodie." On the other two pages that Quinn cites as evidence of my
perversity. I have not tossed anyone into any category. Instead, I provided a detailed examination of the naturalistic explanation of Joseph Smith proposed by Marvin Hill. Quinn does not examine my
argument. Nor does he propose a way of demonstrating that Hill's
caJl for an explanation of Joseph Smith that would begin by rejecting
what Hill seems to believe was the "fallacious"-Hill's word and not
mine-notion that Joseph Smith was a genuine prophet should not

15. Quinn does not distinguish ~Iw«n rejecting an argument and disliking a person.I have affection for some write rs whose opinions I oppose, and I reject some explanations withoul having any sense of disliking their aUlhors. II is nOI the wrilers bUI the
argumenls Ihat are the issue.
16. Quinn, &rly Mormonism lind the Mag ic World Vin.> (1998 ed.), 352 n. 98.
17. See ibid. Quinn dies my essay en titled ~ F. M. Brodie-'The Fasling Hermil and
Ve ry Saini of Ignorance': A Biographer and Her l.egend,R FARMS Review of Boob 812
( 1996): 157,22 1, 223 ( hereafter ~A Biographer and H~r Legend~).
18. Ibid.., I S7.
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place Hill's expla nation on Morgan's side of the Great Divide. Quinn
also neglects to co nfro nt my detai led analys is of his own stra nge
squeam ishness abo ut Brod ie. Moreover. he dis regards my demonstration tha t his summary of Brodie's argume nt was confused and
that h is ow n treatment of the tales abou t Joseph Smith's presumed
involvement wi th magic in some ways seems to parallel parts of Brodie's account.
Though Quinn claims that he wants to be known as a conservative apologist, he is clearly not viewed that way by sectaria n antiMormons. 19 Actually, his speculation abou t the role of magic in the
resto rat ion has come to suppleme nt, if not replace, Brodie's biogra phy of Joseph Smith in the arsenal of weapons used by critics of Mormonism. If Quinn wants to help defend and build the kingdom, he
needs to stop his wanto n intell ect ual attacks on writers who have
some essays published by FARMS. He needs to liste n to criticisms
from wi th in the community of Saints and make adjustments in h is
style. tone, and presentat ion that wi ll clearly signal to everyone that
he is not advanc ing merely anothe r highly confused naturalistic explanation of the Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith's prophetic truth
claims. He will also have to show how the discussion in h is magic
book ca n be made into a coheren t account, one tha t does not expla in
away the faith of the Saints.
In 1981, when I fi rst started evaluating various writers' explanations of the Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith's prophetic charisms,
r focused on Marv in Hill's treatment of the Mormon past. I had read
the tenuous assessment of Mo rmon historiography Hill wrote when
he was a student at Chicago,20 but 1 had ignored his other wri tings
unt il he published two review essays of the second edition of Fawn

19. See, for example, the extraordinary William (Bill) J. Schnoebelen, ~ 'We Thank
Thee, 0 God for a Warlock!': A Christian Critique of D. Michael Quinn's Early Mormo"imr ami lire Magic World View,~ Saims Alive Ivunlal (Winte r 1987): 1- 12. One of
many conclusions drawn by Schnoebelen is that "what Quinn has done is to build a great
case for Mormonism being a gnosti-occult heresy·' (ibid., 12).
20. Marvi n S. Hill, "The Historiography of Mormonism:' Church HislOry 28/4
(De<e mber 1959): 418-26.
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Brodie's biography of Joseph Smith. 21 In those essays Hill argued,
among other things, that the numerous and sometimes rather obvious flaws in Fawn Brodie's research and argumentat ion had opened
the possibility of discovering "the broad, prom ising middle ground"
between genuine prophet as understood by the Saints and what
he called "fake r."n I have shown that the real distinction is between
prophet and no t-prophet. 23 And one n ice way of sett ing fort h this
distinction is to use Morgan's expression, the "Great Divide."
Of cou rse, many theo rists treat Joseph Smi th as other than a
genuine prophet. but only some of them accuse him of conscious
fraud. Brodie argued in 1945 that Joseph Smith was deliberately involved in deception, and it was o nly later in 1971 that she began to
draw on abnor mal psychology to supplement her ea rl ier op inion.
Hil l seems to be arguing that Joseph Smith was neither an intentional
fraud nor a victim of some pathology. Instead, Hill pictures Joseph
Smith as a rustic. deeply involved in magic, superstition, and mysticism (none of which he defines), activities which separate Joseph
from genuine prophets. Hill argues that these pract ices and bel iefs
constituted what was then thought of as religion, at least on the margins of society. So he grants that Joseph Smith was in some sense reli-

21. See Marvin S. Hill, ~ Brodie Revisited: A Reappraisal,H Dia/ogue 714 (1972): 72- 85;
and his uSecular or Sectarian History? A Critique of No Man Knows My History, ~ Church
History 43/ 1 (March 1974): 78-96, reprinted without changes in Recoruidering No Man
Knows My His tory: Fawn M. Brodie and /ostph Smith in Retrospecl, ed. Newell G.
Bringhurst (logan: Utah Stale University Press, 1996), 6()....93. Hill was dearing the way
for an attempt to replace Brodie's account of Joseph Smith with his own, which work was
eventually published by bis sister; see Donna HiIl,/o~h Smilh: The Firsl Mormon (Ganien
City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1977). Fawn Brodie tho ught that Hill's biography was tim id and
immature. See Brodie, review in Pacific HistoriCllI Review 48/1 (~bruary 1979): 129-32.
22. Hill, ~Secular or Sectuian History,H 83.
23. See Louis Midgley, ~No Middle Ground: The Debate over the Authenticity of the
Book of Mormon,~ in Historicity arid the wlter-day Scriptum, ec. Paul Y. Hoskisson
(Provo, Utah: BYU Religious Studies Center, 2001), 149- 70; Louis Midgley, ~Faith and
History,~ in ~To Be Learned Is Good If . .," ed. Robert L. Millet (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft,
1987). 119- 226: Midgley, ~The Challenge of Historical Co nsciousness,~ 502-5 I; Midgley,
~The Acids of Modernity,~ 189-225; and Louis Midgley, "The Current Baule over the
Book of Mormon: 'Is Modernity Itself Somehow CanonicaW" Review of Books on the
8ookofMormon6l1 ( 1994): 200-254.
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gious, even th ough he was involved in, according to Hill , all kinds of
no nse nse . Hill also insists th at Joseph Smith was since re in his illu sions o r delu sions.14 He reads the Book of Mormon as an indica tion
of Joseph Smit h's theolog ical specul at ions up to 1830 and sees it as
mediating between Calvi nism and Arminianism. It should not be all
that d iffic ult for Qu in n to fi gure out on which side of the Grea t
Divide to situate such a stan ce. If he believes that I have someh ow
grossly misunderstood Hill , he should provide a detailed commen tary on his views to show where I have gone wrong. He has failed to
do this.
Early on, r could fin d onl y a coupl e of rather timid efforts by
Latter-day Sa int scholars to suggest that the Book of Mormon should
be read as Joseph Smith's first attempt to set forth a theology, couched
in the fo rm of a "history." In my first endeavor to examine these issues,
1 focused my attent io n cx:clu siveiy on views se t out by Ma rv in Hill
(and Klaus Hansen).2 5 I did this in a paper I presented in the Historiogra phy and Mo rmonism session of the annu al mee ting of the
Wes tern History Associat ion on 15 Octobe r 198 1 in San Antonio,
Texas. 26 I ent itled my paper "The Question of Fa ith and History" (and
will refer to it as such here), but D. Michael Quinn, who organized that

24. See Midgley, ~A Biogra pher and Ht r Legend,~ 2 10-2 1. for a de tailed exam in atio n
o f Hill 's position. See l isa Midgley, "T he Curren t Ranlt ove r the Book of Mormo nt
206-7; and Midgley, "Who Really Wrote the Book of Mor mon?M 122- 23, fo r additi o nal
comme nts on Hill's stance.
2S. Klaus I. Han sen, MOrmDrlism and the Americall F.xper ience (Chicago: Unive r5ity of
Chicago Press, 198 1). Hansen's work provided an additional tKa mple of the ki nd of argumen t I wi5hed to exa mi rle.
26. When I began discussi ng these issues wi th Mor m on hi sto ri ans, I discollertd that
thOSt who entert ained revisio nist proclivil ies wt rt a shy and reliring lo t, given to neither
clari ty no r bo ld ness. Asi de from the few Rl DS for whom the Boo k o f Morm o n and
Joseph Sm ith's prophet ic u uth clai m s were no lo nge r issues, the revisionist mino ri ty
among Mo rmon historians ha d some idea of when to speak an d when to be silent. Th ey
were soo n repla ced by ~ generat io n of cult ural Morm ons who were no t part of the o ld
Mormon history clu b. Thtse new c ritics were bold a nd ad ve nturesom e. T he current attack on the hi sto rica l authent icit y of the Book of Mormo n th us comes fro m Ihe fr in ges of
the Mormon in tellec tu al co mmunit y and not fro m insidt the club. Fo r an exa m ple of this
approach to the Book of Mo rmon, see the ten essays included in Brent 1.« Metcalfe. ed.,
New Appro(lches to the Book of Mormo" . f.Jcploratiom in Critical Methodology (Salt la ke
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session, insisted on calling it ''A Critique of Mormon Historians." I am
neither qualified nor interested in critiquing all Mormon historians,
nor was I then.
When I delivered that paper, I obviously faced a hostile audience-one well-prepared by Marvin Hill (and also, for somewhat different
reasons, by Thomas G. Alexander), with the help of Quinn, to believe
that I was targeting all Mormon historians and that I had in mind all
of what they had been publishing. Neither Jan Shipps nor Davis
Bitton, who commented on my paper, addressed my arguments and
analysis. The paper Shipps read was soon published, with my name
removed .17 I doubt that her remarks constitute one of her more distinguished contributions to Mormon studies, and I note that she did
not reproduce them in a recent anthology of her writings. 28
Three weeks after I presented my paper in San Antonio, Quinn
launched an attack on me and also on Elders Boyd K. Packer and
Ezra Taft Benson in a talk he delivered to a group of BYU history students. 29 J eventually wrote a six-page, single-spaced letter to Quinn
outlining exactly how. among other things, he had misunderstood
and hence distorted my views. I refrained from publishing a criticism
of his paper because he had obviously not understood and hence not

City: Signature Books, 1993). Among the t!'n critics of the Book of Mormon wh ose essays
w!'re included in this book, only David P. Wright. a compet!'m hiblical scholar but nOI a
Mormon historian, has held an academic position. Wit h the retirem!'nt of the old guard
among Mormon historians, my attention has shifted almost exclusively to accounts written by those outside the conventional boundaries of the history profession.
27. Jan Shipps, uThe MOlmon Past: Revealed or Revisited?~ Sunstone, NovemberDecember 1981, 55-57. Please note that she read this paper on 15 October 1981 and that
it was published shortly thereafter. My hunch is that for her oral presentation Shipps just
patched my name and some comments into a paper that was already prepall:'d for publica·
tion. 6c that as it may, she clearly did not address the contents of my paper.
28. Jan Shipps, $()journer in the Promised Land: Forry Years among the Mormom
(Urbana: UniverSity of iUinois Press, 2000).
29. See D. Michael Quinn, ~On Being a Mormon Historian (and Its Aftermath),~ in
Faithful History. 69-111. Quinn describes this as Ihe ~fi rst authorized publication- of his
paper. It was immediately picl:ed up by Sandra and Jerald Tanner and is even now circulated by them as part of their anti· Mormon crusade. They claim that Quinn's talk is one
of the very best ever delivered by a Mormon historian. Whyr Because it attacks some of
the Brethren and muddies the waters?
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confronted my arguments. Instead, I staunchly defended Quinn from
criticisms as he got himself into more trouble with the Sain ts. I did
so because I believed that ifhe overcame his anger, he would su pport
my effo rts to respond to attacks on the historica l authenticity of the
Book of Mormon and on Joseph Smith's prophe tic truth claims. I assumed that he had bl asted away at me because he had not understood my position.
Later in 198 1, Quinn cl aimed th at I had "spearheaded an acade mic assault against recent scholarship in Mormon histo ry." Thi s
opinion shows why he retiLied my paper "A Critique of Mormon Historians." He already seems to have fo rmed an opin ion of my work
before he had read a word of it. Quinn complained that I
concluded a 198 1 presentation on Mormon historians with
the following statement: "It is depressing to see some hi storians now st ruggling to get on the stage to act out the role of
the mature, honest hi stor ian co mmitted to something called
'objec tive history,' and, at the same time, the role of fa ithfu l
Saint. Th e di sco rd ance between those ro les has produced
more than a little bad faith (that is, self-deception) and even,
perhaps, some blatant hypocr isy; it has also produced some
preten tious, bad history."30
When I wrote the words that so deeply troubled Quinn, I had
not read a word that he had written. In 1981 , I did not include him
among those I had in mind, but I do now. Back then I had to wonder
about what seemed to me to be his inordinate defensiveness. If Quinn
had bothered to indicate what "bad hi sto ry" I had in mind, his com pla int would have appeared quaint to his readers. As a believer, he
must have had , at least in 1981, some concern about effort s to read
the Book of Mormon as fiction or to explain Joseph Smith's prophetic
truth claims away.
I will now provide the larger context for the remarks that so irritated Quinn. In 198 1, I wrote as follows:
30. Ibid., 71-72, q uoting from my unpublished essay en titled "The Q uestion of Faith
and History,~ 54-55.
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Gentiles may wish to struggle to find what they think are appropriate secular categories and explanations of Joseph Smith
and artifacts like the Book of Mormon, and there obviously
are a host of rather different, often radically contradictory
explanations which begin with one or another secular premise. These all result in a flat rejection of Joseph Smith's own
understanding of the restoration of the Gospel of Jesus Christ
through the agency of messengers from another world. Some
of these explanations, especially in the past, have manifested
outright anger and hatred. others only mild amusement at
rustic credulity; some have at times even managed to affect a
more respectful tone. I am not sorry to see the hostility reduced. More recently, Joseph Smith has been treated with
something approaching sympathetic confusion by gentile
and now even by certain Mormon historians. There are some
gentile historians who are even quite patronizing of the quaint
religiosity of Joseph Smith and his strange people. Instead of
screaming the charge that the Book of Mormon and Joseph
Smith are vile, crude and obviously blasphemous impositions
or delusions, the newer, more kindly, less hostile, not to mention condescending, mode of explanation now sees Joseph
Smith as a strange genius, a bold religious leader. perhaps as
a rather typical "mystic," or even as an "Eastern mystic." The
Book of Mormon has been described as a rather typical mystical text or as a youthful psychodrama manifesting the inner
life of its author.)1
Quinn blasted away at me without allowing his readers to know
what my position really was. Hence the foUowing bit of nonsense: he
actually claimed that my "central criticism of Mormon historians is
that their writings about Joseph Smith do not positively affirm to the

31. Midgley, "The Question of Faith and History.~ 53-54.1 have subst-quently learned
much about revisionist accounts of the Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith's prophetit:
truth claims. I have published a number of essays in which I have set out and criticized
these explanations in considerable detail.
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world their personal testimonies that he was God's prophel."12 I sa id
not hin g like this in the paper Quinn referen ces, and I explic itly rejec ted such a notion in the long discussion that took place after I had
presented my paper.3J
To th is po int , at least. I have never thought of responding to
Quinn's distort ion of my opinions. I could see no point in doing so. I
have detected no need to confront his nonsense since anyone sufficiently interested could easily determine that he was confused. And I
have not responded to the non sense in Martin Hill's Mo rm on History Associat ion pres idential address,34 where he tried to settle acco unts wi th me without once coming close to stating my objections
to his speculations about Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon.
Hill claims that "o nly a few years ago Midgley asse rted that 'the
restoration is tru e-and only if-the Book of Mormon is authentic
history.... These questions ca n be tested if not settled by the methods
of the historian."'3s I actually wrote: "The restoration message is true
if-and only if-the Book of Mormon is an authentic atlcieflt history.
And clearly these questions ca n be tested, if not settled, by the methods of the histo rian" (emphasis added to indicate Hill 's garblin g).

32. Quinn, uOn Being 1 Morm on Historian,n 78.
33. After I had presented my papt:"r. an interesting and instructive fou r· hou r discus·
sion took place in a hote! room durin g the evening of 15 October 1981. The following in·
dividuals took part in the discussion: Thomas G. Alexander, Ja mes B. Alle n, Leo nard J.
Arringto n, Davis Bitton, Elizabeth G. Dulany (a n editor al Ih~ Universi t y of Illi nois
Pr~ss) . Martin B. Hickman, Dean L. May, Larry C. Porter, Ja n Shipps, and David J.
Whittaker. Immediately afte r that conversat ion. [ dT3ft ~d an outline of what had taken
place; on my re turn to Provo, I typed a t~ n · page, 5ingle.spaced copy. I was asked if I
would ~bea r my testimonr or introduce God in every accoun t." My answer was, " No. 1
wou ld not hear my testimony al th e beginning of every essay. Thai would be stupid and
unnecessary. But J would always strive to have my own deepest commitments before my
eyes." Louis Midgley, UNotes on San Antonio Discussion," 6 (item 14 ). I then reco m·
mended Richard L. Bushman's insightful essay entitled ~Fa ithful History," which can be
consulted in Faithful Hi~U!ry, 1-17. Quinn. ~On Iking a Mormon Hi storian,~ 105 n. 30,
cites six pages of my essay (~ Thc Questio n of Faith and History,M27-32), but nothin g on
those pages supports his notion or what constitutes my ~central criticism."
34. Marvin S. Hill, ~Pos i tivisi m or Subject iv i s m ~ Some Reflections on a Mormon
Historical D il emma,~ Jou rnal of Marl/lOll History 20{1 (1994): 1- 23.
35. Ibid., 14, misquoti ng Midgley, ~ Faith and History," 224.
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Then Hill claims that "it seems reasonable to suppose that Midgley
believed the tests would be conclusive; otherwise, there would be little
point in conducting them."36 Hill might think his surmise reasonable, but I do not. I simply do not think that any nontrivial question
about the past can be settJcd with anything approaching the certitude
of proof. What can be accomplished is to establish possibility and
plausibility but not final certainty. Hill quotes me as saying that "I
believe that [Martin] Marty is on the right track when he mainlains
that historians cannot prove that the Book of Mormon was translated from golden plates:'37 but this is what I actually wrote:
I believe that Marty is on the right track when he maintains
that historians can not "prove that Smith was a prophet" and
it is "improbable that they will prove him a fraud." "Similarly,
historians cannot prove that the Book of Mormon was translated from golden plates and have not proven that it was
simply a fiction of Joseph Smith."
With this garbled understanding of my position, Hill then claims
that I have "lost co nfidence in these 'p roofs: perhaps as a result of
more exposure to new sources and radical historical relativism.
Midgley," Hill asserts, "has catapulted from being an absolutistic historical positivist to being an absolutistic historical subjectivist."38
Sorry, but neither of these labels describes any position I have ever
maintained. And Hill should have known better since I have dealt
with this kind of confusion in an essay easily available to him.39 To
clinch his argument, Hill then refers to what he calls "a recent allegation" in which I claimed that "the mythology of historical objectivism [roughly Hill's 'positivism'] ... is fraudulent and cOfmpting ...
for those who attempt to prove accounts of the Mormon past."~Q Hill
36. Hill, ~Positivism or Subjedivismr"14.
37. Ibid., again misquoting me, this tim e from Midgley, "The Acids of Modernily,~
220 n. 32.
38. Hill, ~Posi tivism or Subjedivism!~ 15.
39. Louis Midgley, ~Which Middle G round!~ Dialogue 2212 (1989): 6-9.
40. Hill, "Positivism or Subjectivism?" 15 (emphasis supplied by Hill); this time Hill
misquotes Louis Midgley. "The Myth of Objectivity: Some le$.sons for Lat ter- day Saints."
SW1l/0ne, August 1990, 55.
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in se rted the wo rd prove in place of my word provide and thereby gave
the passage he quoted. with those curious ellipses. a radically different meaning. I was arguing that any effort to write (that is. produce)
an account of the Mormon past from within the horizon provided by
what Pete r Novick ha s called the "myth of objectivity" is bound to
get it wrong. 41 Why? Because the myth of objectivity is fraudulent and
corru pt in g. It is the uncritical acceptance of a version of this myththe belief in historical objectivism- that has driven Hill and others to
insist on fas hioning natura listic accounts of LOS truth claims. which
claims they reject unless proof of their veracity has been provided.
What I have argued is that the Saints ought to listen to the
prophetic messages found in the Book of Mormon in an effort to
discover their truth and not insist th at the veracity of that text be
proven 10 the satisfaction of gentile skeptics. I believe such proof is
an im poss ibility. if not a presumption. since here the Saints must ijve
by faith and not by sight. Some. of course, insist that they might submit to the word of God if and only if it cou ld be proven to their
skeptical satisfaction to be true. They insist on proof before they will
trust and act. But this is an illusion. I am confident that anyone who
believes anything necessarily begins with a naive trust that mayeventually yield something approaching an understanding or kn owledge.
But we simply do not begin with final proofs and then sort out our
moral dilemmas and thereby get right with God.
My Interest in Fawn Brodie's Work
I admi t that I was initially annoyed by remarks Davis Bitton
made whe n he responded in 1981 to my first encounter with Mormon historians. But I changed my mind as I thought about the politics of entering into an arena in which I would most likely be pictured as an interloper and a threat. As I learned someth ing about the
norms that govern the interactions of Mormon historians, I also came
to better understand the dynamics of writing about the Mormon past.

41. Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The "Objeclivity Question" and the American
Historicul Professioll (Cambridg(: Cambridg( Ul1iv(rSiry Press, 1988}. See Midgley's re-

view of Novick's book in the john Whitmer Historical AssorialiOIl JOlimal i O( 1990): 102-4.
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Some of Bitton's comments were right on the mark-I was obviously
an outsider and had not paid my dues. I had only a preliminary and
superficial knowledge of what Mormon historians had written and
was unfamiliar with the history of Mormon historiography. Bitton's
remarks sent me to library stacks and various archives. Needing to
get a picture of what was being written about the Mormon past, I began with the period immediately following World War II. I wanted to
know how we got to where we are now,42 and I needed some benchmarks to better assess the changes that have taken place. 43
My archival experience included, among other things, sea rching
through the store of papers in Special Collections at University of
Utah's Marriott Library. I learned much from those papers. I got
a glimpse of the private worlds of Juanita Brooks,44 Dale Morgan.
Sterling M. McMurrin. Fawn Brodie, Dean Brimhall. and others. I
have not directly incorporated most of what I learned from these
archival materials into what I have published; rather. these forays
have served as background material and have moderated my concerns about how the Mormon past is currently being viewed.
I have published one essay drawn from my archival experience--a
detailed examination of the reception given to the various versions of
42. I also surveyed literalUre on the proper way to approach religiOUS history and
how Americans have written on church history or the history of religions.
43. At that time I started collecting the programmatic statements made by Mormon
historians. For a time I worked with David J. Whittaker--Qne of the ~Sl of the Mormon
bibliographers- on this project. I was slUnned at the number and range of such stalemenls. Davis Bitton and Leonard I. Arrington mention eight items that examine how his·
torians should deal with the Mormon past. See Mormons lind Their Historian! (Salt Lab:
City: University of Utah Press, 1988), 185 n. 2. I have managed to (oUect over three hun·
dred such it~ms. Alilhose with an urge 10 delve into such mailers oughlto familiarize
themselves with Ill/ thai has been wrillen before going into print. To make this possible, I
am currently preparing for publication an annolated bibliography in which 1 hope to indude everything published from 1958 through 2000 on approaches 10 writing Mormon
history.
44. I sat, for e){ample, 31 the same table and examined Ihe same files as did Levi S.
Peterson, who was then working on what eventually b~came his Juanita Brooks: Mormon
Woman Historian (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1988). This experience prepared me to offer a critical assessment of Peterson's wanton appropriation of Brooks for
his own ideological purposes; see Louis Midgley, review of Juanita Brooks, by Levi S.
Peterson, BYU Studies 29f4 ( 1989): 127-35.
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Brodie's accou nt of Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon.~ 5 That
essay parallels Gary Nova k's revealing look at Dale Morgan, who was
Brod ie's early champion and mentor.46 But, since co ntrol of the past
yields powe r to maneuver people in the present , effo rts have been
made to resusci tate both Brodie and Morgan , as well as to turn
Juanita Brooks into a dissident. However. the conversation over the
Book of Mor mon and the Mormon past has. I believe. moved relentlessly away from the speculation offered by both Morgan and Brodie
in directio ns tha t neither of them preferred or could have predicted.
It seems to me, for example, that Brodie's op inions on the Book of
Mormo n are no longer part of the current conversation, though her
notion that she had somehow read the very newspapers and other
ma terials from which Joseph Sm ith lifted ideas for the Book of
Mormon fo rms at least part of the research agenda of some critics.
An Effort to Resuscitate Brodie

I am convinced that LOS writers who have their essays peddled,
promoted, and praised by sec tarian anti-Mo rmo ns have some explaining to do. At the least they have wri uen badly, or they simply do
not care wha t impact their essays have on building the kin gdo m.
Wi th this standard in mind. J was curious about e-ma u ru mors I rece ived in New Zealand that someone e ntirely unknown to me was
about to den oun ce me in Dialogue and also thereby to vindicate Fawn
Brodie. When two different people sent me copies of the essay written by Glen J. Hettin ger,47 I could see no reason to respond. Others,
howeve r, have ins isted that I respond. They have pointed to the mischief such an article ca n crea te. T he schola rly com mun ity is not
likely to be influenced by Hettinger's diatribe, but this is not the case
with the less thoughtfu l. An ti -Mormons are anxiou s for whatever
45. See Midgley, ~A Biogra pher and Her Legcnd.~ 147-230.
46. Gary F. Nova k, ~ 'The Mosl Convenient Form o r Error': Dale Morgan Oil Joseph
Smilh and the Book or Mormon," FARMS Review of Books 8/ 1 ( 1996): 122--67.
47. Hettinger is"3 graduate or Brigham You ng Unive rsi ty and Columbia University
School or Law. He lives .. . in Rowlett, Texas, where he practices corporate and sec urities
law.~ Dialogue 32/ 1 ( 1999): 198.
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support they may be able to garner from disaffected church members.
They make frequent polemical use of such materials in their crusade
against the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Sa ints. Hen ce the
need for a response to Hettinger's essay.
It seems to me that even marc than secular critics. sectarian antiMormons have a kind of reverence for Brodie's treatmen[ of Joseph
Smith that sometimes borders on idolatry. Some elements of the sectarian countercult movement tend to advance versions of what I have
called the "Brodie legend." These people love to have someone who is
a Latter-day Saint, at least in name, claim that Brodie has triumphed.
For example, the Reverend John L. Smith, founder of what is now
called UMI Ministries (previously Utah Missions In c.), the oldest
continuously operating anti-Mormon "ministry," recently claimed
that Brodie has now been "vi ndicated."48 What Reverend Smith forgot to identify for his mainly Baptist readers was exactly how and
from what she needed vindication if her explanation has, as he claims,
"stood for more than 50 years," and "only those whose case is weak
continue to denounce it."49
Thomas Jefferson
John L. Smith notes that "through the years, several students of
Mormonism have tried to refute Brodie. among them, Louis Midgley
... who ... attempted to denigrate Brodie's work after she had written Thoma s /effersorl: An [r1timate Biography [History] in 1975 ."50
Even though Smith is not especially pleased to face the possibility
that Thomas Jefferson did some of the things attributed to him by
Brodie, he is willing to believe just about anything about Jefferson if
48. John L. Smith, "Pawn McKay Brodie Vindicated!!!~ The I~ner Circle 1611 1
(November 1999): 10.
49. Ibid.
50. Ibid. The subtit le of Brodie's biography of Jefferson is An Inrimalt History; the
book was published by Norton in 1974. Reverend Smith, however, did not inven t these
mistakes. Instead, he borrowed them directly from Hellinger's attack on me in "A Hard
Day for Professor Midgley," 92 n. 4, where the subtitle for Jefferson's biography of Jefferson
is wrong. Hett inge r may have taken the date from the paperback edition.
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doing so can help to undermine Joseph Sm ith . So he has turn ed to
Hettinger's essay for support.
Hetti nger mad e a fu ss beca use it now a ppears that Brodi e may
have guessed right about Jefferso n having fathered one or more children by Sally Hcm in gs (pp. 9 1-101). Hettin ger claims that in 1998
DNA test ing reduced "the possible logical universe of fath ers for
[Sally ] J-Iemings's child Esto n Hemings ... to T homa s Jefferson, his
brother Randolph Jefferso n, Randolph Jefferson's five sons, and a
slave chi ld in the Jefferson line" (p. 9 1 n. 1).51 We must ask if this announce ment that DNA tests have narrowed the possible fathers for
Eston Hemings somehow sh ields Brodie's acco unt of Joseph Smith
from criticism. When the questio n is put this way, some links see m
to be missing in Hettinger's apologia- his essay "for" Fawn Brodie.
Hettinger began his essay by noting that the DNA test ing was annou nced in 1998 during "a sex scandal in the White Hou se. a sex
scandal in wh ich a president ... flatly denied 'improper sexual relations: believing, evidently, th at no physical evidence could link him
to the alleged deeds" (p. 9 1). It is not cl ear, though, what Bill Clin ton's problems have to do with the issues Hettinger is attempting to
address. The "evidence from the recent DNA tests," according to
those who cond ucted those studies, shows that T homas Jefferson
cou ld have been the father of Eston Hemings (p. 91). Though DNA
evidence, for wh ich I have a high regard, does not provide a final answer, o ther evidence. in my opinion , makes it likely that Thomas
Jefferson was indeed the fathe r.
On a more fundamental level than the DNA issue. Roger Launius
claims that Brodie's Thomas Jefferson "set off a debate that incensed
the es tablished Jefferso nian scholars and seve ral rebuttals were issued, anyone of which were more able and effective than those about
Joseph Smith prepa red by Mormon historians."52 He has merely
taken for granted that John C. Miller, Virg inius Daubney, Dumas
51. Heninger lists the 5 November 1998 and 7 January 1999 issues of Natu re as his
sou rces.

52. Roger D. Launius. KF rom Old to New Mo rmon History: Fawn Brodie and the
Legal;)' of Scholarly Analysis of Mormonism,~ in Recamiriering, 229 n. 59.
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Malone, and Steven H. Hockman had produced adequate responses
to Brodie's treatment of Jefferson. Since Launius is not sympathetic
to those critical of Brodie's approach to Joseph Smith, he brushes
those criticisms aside while readily accepting the criticisms that historians have made of her approach to the stories about a liaison between Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings. He expressed his opinion before Annette Gordon-Reed publiShed her survey of the criticisms
directed at Brodie's position on this issue. 53
Gordon-Reed found significant problems with the very literature
that Launius claims was "more able" than the cri ticisms Latter-day
Saints made of No Man Knows. I like Gordon-Reed's approach: she
identifies the controlling biases within which Jefferson scholars have
worked and examines how these have tended to distort textual ev idence where it ran counter to their biases. And in her review of evidence concerning the claim that Thomas Jefferson was the father of
children by Sally Hemings. she sets out some good reasons to conclude that a predisposition to see Jefferson in a heroic light has led
some of the most qualified scholars to mishandle evidence. She has
done a fine job of assessing the actual claims for and against the allegation that Jefferson had a long liaison with Sally Hemings that may
have produced a number of ch ildren. I am not convinced that she is
right in her assessment of the evidence, but I like her treatment of
the way bias has played a role in determining how history is written.
Gordon-Reed argues for "a consistent standard for assessing evidence," which she claims has not been forthcoming in the treatment
of Thomas Jefferson's relationship with Sally Hemings:
That consistency has been utterly lacking in the scholarly
writing on this question, and that is cause for concern. It is
possible, by examining the reactions to this story, to see the
ways in which black people have been treated as lumps of
clay to be fashioned and molded into whatever image the
given historian feels is necessary in order to make his point. 54
53. Annette Gordon·Rced, 111ol1la5 jeffe:rron and Sally Hemings,· An American Centro ·

vmy (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1997).
54.

Ibid., xvii.
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Gordon-Reed argues tha t this "is the rcal scandal of this whole story"
about the way historians have dealt with the question of the paterni ty
of the chi ldren o f Sa lly I-I emings. And she notes th at "the ultim ate
truth or fa lsity of the Jeffe rson-Hcm ings story would not change [her}
view of the way some scholars and commentators have m ishandled
their considerat ion of it and mistreated black people in the process:'S5
I agree. And the iro ny is that we can substitute "Latter-day Sai nts" or
a number of other desp ised groups for "black people" and make the
same poi n!.lt is obvious that secu larized commentators and scholars, as well as sectarian an ti -Mormons, are regu larly inconsistent in
dealing with evidences; they also treat the Saints in essays critical of
Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon as mere "lumps of clay" that
can be fas hioned for whatever par tisan purposes they may represent
or hope to sell their wares to. From my perspect ive th is problem explains why No Mall Knows was initia lly received by li te rary gentlemen with such an outpouri ng of app roval and why it has become a
kind of ico n-the Brodie legend, as r have called it-fo r sectarian
anti-Mor mons and cultura l Mo rmon cri tics of the church.
Gordon-Reed looked into the way historians reacted to Brodie's
treatment of the Jefferson-Hemi ngs relationship:
Brodie brought together disparate pieces of informat ion that
she believed to support the conclusion that Thomas Jeffe rson
and Sa lly Hemi ngs had a th ir ty-e ight-yea r relationship tha t
produced six childre n. Although there is flO doubt tllat Brodie
seriously overstated her case ifl a llumber of instaflces, on balance she presen ted it well. providing details and raising issues that had never been considered fully.56
Bu t she pointed out that "B rod ie also ha nded her detractors a club
with which to beat her about the head and shoulders by also employing Freud ia n symbolism to support her c1a ims."57 Gordon-Reed is
not inclined to defend Brod ie's efforts to put Jeffe rson on the couch
55. Ibid.
56. Ibid., 4, emphasis added.
57. Ibid.
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and pry from this or that language deep and previously hidden secrets. And her book is not really about Brodie but about the way some
prominent historians have dealt in inconsistent and self-serving ways
with evidences that have long been available.
Gordon-Reed also notes that the public has been eager to believe
the story of an intimate relationship between Jefferson and Sally
Hemings. Bringhurst confirms that Brodie's opinions on Jefferson
appealed to the prurient interest of the general reading public. And
this proclivity deeply troubled the Jefferson scholars and other historians because they believed that it would yield a disto rted picture of
Jefferson, whatever the truth about the Hemings matter turned out
to be.
Hence the following comment by Gordon-Reed:
Though flawed, [Dumas] Malone's discussion of some of the
circumstances in Jefferson's life that might have encouraged
people to believe that Madison Hemings was IThomas Jefferson's] son remains one of the more thoughtful treatments
of the issue. His efforts did not settle the matter. and the
combination of Fawn Brodie's book and an extremely popular fictiona l treatment of the alleged Jefferson-Hemings affair gave the story added credibility among the public. In the
face of this. some Jefferson biographers decided to depart
from Malone's more genteel approach. 58
Later Go rdon-Reed notes the appearance of a novel in 1979 by
Barbara Chase-Riboud entitled Sally Hemings, which "sold over a
million and a half copies ... during the 1980s and was re-released in
1994"; this book probably "had a more profound effect upon the
popular view of this story than Fawn Brodie's biography. The debate
between Brodie and her critics was conducted scholar to scholar,"
while the novel was consumed in an arena in which scholars had virtually no say.59

58. Ibid., 48.
59. Ibid., 181.
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Among other things, Gordon-Reed argues that historians who
represen t a powerfu l group. eve n when they are respo nsible and
gifted. often end up blind to certain possibilities and are also quite
willing to stereotype an d dehumanize those viewed as unpopular,
such as certain target groups. including blacks (and. I believe, Latterday Sain ts). She shows. fo r example. that historians brushed aside the
oral h istory and other accounts of the Hemings portion of the Jefferson fa mily. which were substantially accurate, if these seemed to get
in the way of their he roic view of Jefferson, even as they accepted the
much less reliable tales told by the whi te side of that family, when doing so sui ted their purposes. 60 If we sh ift the topic a bit, she has
sketched an explanat ion for why otherw ise co mpetent historians can
build a case aga inst Joseph Smith despite the abun dance of competing evidence that undercuts their accou nts and why they tend to accept obv iou sly flawed tales while brushing aside the compet in g accounts preserved by the Saints. Gordon -Reed's assessment of the way
the ideology of a dom inant group ignored, rationalized, and otherwise dismissed apparen tly significant evidence in the case of Jefferson
and I-Iemi ngs reminds me of the way this same thin g is constan tly
manifested by crit ics deal ing with the Ch urch of Jesus Christ, including Fawn Brodie. Gordo n-Reed has much to say abou t the way the
appetite o f a co nsumi ng public and the accommoda ting effort s of
the fi ct ion writer, popularizer. and historian-critic-journalist (if these
ca n be clearly separated) push as ide the less spectacula r, more complex, and subtle conversation goi ng on among scholars debating controversial issues.
Hettinger claims that I argued that Brodie was wrong about
Joseph Sm ith and the Book of Mormon because I o nce maintained
that she was wrong about who fathered one or more of the children
of Sally Hemings. In 1979. when I first encountered Brodie's treatment of Jefferson , I was inclined to accept the stance taken by those
who I believed knew the relevant literature much better than Brodie.61
60. See ibid., 97-98.
61. Lou is Midgley, ~ Tht Brodie ConneCiio n : Thomas Jefferson an d Joseph
BYU SIJldies 20/ t ( 1979); 59-67.
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Hence, I assumed that she was probably wrong in her surmise and
that the Jefferson experts were probably right in at least doubti.ng her
claims and questioning some of her reasoning. I also noticed that a
number of historians, though agreeing with Brodie on the question
of the paternity of the children of Sally Hemings, still thought she
had made too much out of the Hemings affair, while clearly neglecting whole aspects of Jefferson's career. I did not, as Hettinger assumes, make the validi ty of her claims about Joseph Smith somehow
dependent on whether she was right or wrong about Jefferson and
Hemings. In orde r to advance his argument, Hettinger ignores the
bulk of what I included in my 1996 essay and distorts what I had argued in my 1979 essay.
Hettinger claims that in 1979 I strung "together quotations from
the pantheon of Jefferson historians" (p. 93). Not so. I was quite unaware of any comments by Merrill Peterson, Julian Boyd, and Dumas
Malone (the three major Jefferson scholars) on Brodie's book. Some
of those I quoted, however, were prominent figures in the American
history profession. Hettinger quaintly describes the language I quoted
from various historians as "usually [sic] remarkable for their sa rcasm
or overwrought rhetoric" (p. 93). I am, howeve r, not responsible for
the language used by those who reviewed Brodie's biography of Jefferson. When I offered a summary of their assessments, should I not
have quoted what they actually wrote? How else could I have shown
how Brodie's account of Jefferson was received by historians other
than by quoting and paraphrasing them? Is it, perhaps, the mere fact
that scholars have not always thought highly of Brodie that troubles
Hettinger? I also pointed out that some of the more favorable reviews
of Thomas Jefferson were unsigned or were written by people not
qualified to assess her book or by those driven by what Hettinger
himself labels "crass commercial concerns" (p. 94). Was I wrong, I
wonder, in doing this? If so, why?
Hettinger believes that "the reopening of the Jefferson debate ...
has important implications for Brodie's work on Joseph Smith and
for the community of LDS scholars" (p. 92). What are these implications? In his words, he claims that I have argued that Brodie
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had been given a pass by the larger American academic community because her target was Joseph Smith. The narrow parochialism of establishment scholars blinded them to the
truth, according to Midgley. that Brodie was a bad historian
who concealed her hidden agendas behind clever rhetoric and
assu mptions that did violence to the real Joseph Smith. (p. 92)
Much of this is sheer nonsense. I have neve r thought that Brodie's
"agendas" were hidden. Brodie's natura listic bias is obvious. No one
who encounters No Man Knows, whether discovering in it a coherent
account of Joseph Smit h or not, would miss her agenda. Furthermorc, I said nothing about "the large r American academic community." I doubllhat most academics, even if we have in mind only historians, have eve r given Brodie, or Joseph Smith for that matter, any
se riou s attention. Instead, twenty years ago I assumed that gentile
historians had been entirely enth usiastic about Brodie's biography of
Joseph Sm ith. But if we can judge such matters from the published
reviews, I was wro ng-they tended to be less than en thusiastic. 62
I have said nothi ng abou t any "narrow parochialism of establishment schola rs." This is Hettinger's florid language. However, he is
co rrcct when he claims that I believe that Brodie's "clever rhetoric
and assumptions" end up doing "v iolence to th e real Joseph Sm ith ."
What Hettinger seems to argue (or imply) is that DNA evidence about
the paternity of one of Sally Hemings's children somehow "vindicates"
Brod ie's explanation of Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon. If this
is his position. he is not clear on why this conclusion necessarily fol lows from his prem ise. And if this is not his claim, then virtually his
entire essay turns out to be little more than a diatribe interspersed
with insults and misrepresen tat ions.
In dealing with m y 1996 essay on Brodie,63 Hettinge r claims that
I again made "the Hemings affair the centerpiece of [my] attack on
Brodie" (p. 95). But the fact is that in my eighty-foUT-page essay,j ust

62. See the discussion in this issue in ~ The Legend and Legacy of Fawn
pp.41-42.
63. Midgley, ~A Biographer and Her Legend,~ 147- 230.

Brodie,~
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twelve pages are devoted in any way to Brod ie's biography of Jefferson. Little of what I wrote in those twelve pages addresses the Hem ings issue. f do not, as he alleges, focus on Brodie's asse rtions about
Hemings and neither do most of the reviews I quoted or paraphrased.
More than seventy pages of my 1996 essay were devoted to an examination of the original and subsequent conversation on No Man Knows.
Hett inger neglects to mention this. Why? Because it gets in the way of
his thesis? In an effort to build a case against me, he exaggerates, distorts, and then misreads what I have wr itten. He wrongly claims that
I have "made Brodie's method in {Thomas] jefferson a test case for her
treatment of Joseph Sm ith" (p. 99). I did nothing of the kind. Instead,
I focused on her background assumptions, methods, and biases, and
on her way of fashioning histo ri cal accounts. Hettinger does not
sense the difference between Brodie's way of doing history and the
limited issue of the possible accuracy of one of her guesses. Hence it
is not obvious that a seeming vi ndication of one of her guesses, if this
is what the DNA study has done, could validate Brodie's way of suppo rting her intuitions about Joseph Smith and her explanation of the
Book of Mormon.
Oh, Those Nasty "Establishments"
Hettinger also thinks that I am somehow guilty of wa ndering back
and forth and hence of switching sides in academic disputes. I have, of
course, learn ed things and cha nged my mind, but not in the way he
suggests. He claims that I started out being critical of what he calls "establishments"-this word appears fourteen times in his essay, often
with shifting and equivocating reference. He then charges me with defending two of these presumably sinister things. According to Hettinger, I once went after some presumed academic establishment when
I was working on my doctorate. He has in mind my criticisms of some
ideas associated with the theology of Paul Tillich (188&-1965). Tillich,
then a controversial Protestant theologian, had many critics. Be that as
it may, I was interested in figuring out Tillich's views on various issues
and not in confronting some "establishment" that he represented. It
was merely a coincidence that Stephen Crary, who read my disserta tion, had a different and rather idiosyncratic understanding of Tillich's

HETTINGER, " H AR D DAY" (MIDGLEY ) • 11 7

theology and also had a strong aversion to the Ch urch of Jesus Christ
and supported his bias by pointing to Brodie's book.
Crary, chair of religious studies at Brown Un ive rsi ty in the late
sixties. had been assigned to read my dissertation . I was, it turned
out. faced with a vexatious fellow. Up until then. I believe, he had never
approved a doctoral disserta tion. Each ti me he refused to sig n one,
cont rol had bee n taken away fro m him. So meone outs ide o f Brow n
was asked to act as a refe ree. and he was routinely overruled. Cra ry
was troubled when he discovered that I had published an essay on
Tillich in an academic jou rnal befo re I had begun my dissertation. 64
He d id not believe that I cou ld write a d issertat io n in less than a yea r,
since it had taken him so mething like seven years to finish his at Yale
University. He expected me to take at least as long. When I presented
him with my dissertation, he look a year to read it. The others on my
com mittee thought this behav ior was o utrageous, and eventually he
was ordered to appear at my dissertation defense. We were all stunned
whe n he had no object ions to what I had written , even though he
granted th at he read Tillich differen tly than I did.
Hettinger, referring to my b rief remarks introducing my 1979 essayan Brodie, tells o f my initia l encounter wi th C rar y. He d oes th is
in ways that make tha t episode almost unrecognizable to me. And he
ends his skewed remarks with a conclusion I would not d raw, one
which is imprope r to infer (see pp. 92-93).
But this is no t the only nonsense th at Hettin ge r has directed at
me. He accuses me of going afte r the "c itadel of east-coast rel igious
thought " (p. 92), presumably a powe rful es tabl ishme nt. Then he
shifts and accuses me of attacking an establishment of American historians who loved Brodie's trea tment of Joseph Smith. He also accuses me of hav ing joined what he, in Brodie's political language,
calls "the Jeffersonian establishmen t"; finally, he claims I joined another
evil establishment by defending the faith of Latter-day Sa ints (p. 95).
However, all this talk about evil "establishments" is argumen t by slogan,
which is merely arbitrary labeling and hence propaganda.

64. See Louis Midgley, " Pa ul Tillich's New Sdence of Values," Western Political
Qua rterly 1512 (J une 1962 ): 235-53.
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"Opportunistic Side Switching"?
Hettinger claims that wha t he describes as "opport unistic side
switching is not uncommon in the world and not surprising" (p. 99).
Hence the following:
Professor Midgley, along with other LDS scholars, has made
his own ca reer with a stout defense of traditional orthodox
teachin g about Joseph Smith . Midgley, Nibley, and other
Brodie detractors have been pilJars of the Mormon establishment, revered as defenders o f the faith in Priesthood Quorums and Sunday Schools. at Church Educat ion Weeks, and
Know Your Religion Series. (p. 99. emphasis added)
So Hettinger's demonology recog nizes a "Mormon es tablishment" dedicated to defending "traditional orthodox Teachings." I am
pictured as a major player in this evil thing. The reader, of course, can
determine for himself or herself how significa nt I am in this regard.
(I am flatt ered to be placed next to Hugh Nibley.) The assumption
behind Hettinge r's diatribe is that what he calls the "Mormon establishment" is evil, or at least that those who defend the faith (the "traditional orthodox teachings about Joseph Sm ith") are wrong. and
Brodie was right. This seems to be Hettinger's point si nce he titled
his piece "An Essay for Fawn Brodie." Hettinger's allegations are not
supported by evidence o r analysis-th ey are just bald assertions. I
wo nder why Hettinger seems to believe that defending the faith is
wrong in principle. If so, is it wrong because it is the work of an "establishment"? If this is his argument, then what he claims is absurd.
Hettinger has a coroll ary. He pictures Brodie as always opposed
to "powerfu l men with vested interests" (p. 99). Are we to believe that
she was always consistently anti-establishment. as Hettinger understands that label , and for that reason always right? He seems to hold
that she fought the good fight against the faith of the Sa ints and was
always dedicated to truth , and that the Saints should now be celebrating her accomplishment.
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Need We Again Examine No Man Knows?
In what he calls "fairness and loyalty to truth," Hettinger urges
his readers to "assess NQ Mall KtlOWS My History again in light of her
vind ication" (p. 101) on the Hcmings issue. But he offers no evidence
to support her treatment of Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon.
He does not appear to have given the literature on Brodie careful attention. Instead, he seems to maintain that the believers are wrong
because they have been misled by an "establ ishment" bent on defending the faith. "Historical truth:' he claims, "now includes the fact that
much of the documentation in No Mall Knows My History, once so
angrily denounced, has been vind icated and must now be acknowledged or even incorporated by faithful LDS historians" (p. 101).6$ So
it appears that Brodie did not have to be vindicated. Like the Reverend John L. Smith, Hettinger believes that she was right all along.
Like Smith, Hettinger offers no supporting arguments; he merely
opines. I can sec no reason to accept his opinion on these matters.
What Outrage?
Hettinger wrongly claims that No Man Knows has been "well received generally by critics and scholars," whiIe it has "provoked outrage
in the Mormon community" (p. 9\). Elsewhere I have demonstrated
that this claim is questionable or at least an exaggeration. Hettinger
thinks lowe Brodie an apology. But he also feels that an apology
would not be suffic ient for what he describes as "decades of ven omous personal invective" (p. 100). By me? For decades? This is absurd. Hettinger also opines about what he calls "an important lesson
for all of us who care about historical events and personalities, about
methodology and premises and 'the open and honest pursuit of
truth'" (pp. 100-101). So he wants "us" to

65. It is unclear what Hellinger means by documentation. It is li kewise unclear how
documentation, however unde rstood, can be vindicated. Perhaps Hellinger has in mind
50meth ing like "interpretation" or uexp13natio n" when he refers 10 ~documen tat ion.~
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reconsider the way in which we co nduct our discussions and
disagreements and retaliations. A bludgeoning is a bludgeoning, even if the rage that drives it is outrage, even if the outrage is justified or motivated by deeply held beliefs. Apologies
do not follow bloodbaths, nor would they help much. How
could he admit? And how could she forgive? (p. 101)
What bloodbath, what rage, what outrage, what bludgeoning? I
assume that "he" and "she" refer to me and Brodie. I am not clear why
I should apologize to Brodie. even if that were possible, just because
DNA testing (supported by other eviden ce Hettinger does not address) seems to support Brodie's hunches on one issue quite unrelated to Joseph Smith. Is it warranted to ignore or brush aside the
criticisms of Brodie's account of Joseph Smith, as Hettinger has done,
by claiming that criticisms of her approach are expressions of "rage'"
or "ou trage:' describing them as "bruta\''' leading to "bloodbaths," a
"bludgeoning," or a personal "attack"? Such promiscuous language
distorts what has actually been a mildly interesting, rather moderate,
and in some respects even fruitful scholarly conversation. As I have
shown elsewhere,66 professional historians-as distinguished from
literary critics. Brodie's close associates, or ideologues-have had
mixed reactions to No Man Knows. Moreover. non-latter-day Sa int
crit icisms have been as strongly worded as those written by ch urch
members.
When Brodie's biog raphy of Thomas Jefferson appeared. some
historians complain ed that Brodie had mistakenly take n up some
charges first circulated by James Callender in 1802 about a sexual relationship between Jefferson and Sally Hemings. But they also found
other objections to her book. For example. one reviewer complained
that Brodie's
Jefferson is not the author of the Co nstitution of Virginia
(three-quarters of a page) or of the Declaration of Independence (two pages), the Secretary of State (scattered refer66. Midgley, gA Biographer and Her l.(gend.~ 190--97.
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ences), the architect of the Louisiana Purchase (one paragraph)
or even (his own proudest boast) the author of the Virginia
Statute for Religious Freedom (one line).67
It is not exac tl y dear how DNA tests could possibly overcome these
and other similar deficiencies.
Other reviewe rs lodged various comp lain ts aga inst Brodie's account of Jefferson. Some, including an editor at Norton, pointed out
that her book was riddled with mistakes, both large and small. Latterday Saints had already found the same problem wi th her book on
Joseph Smith. Additionally, Brodie's biographer drew attention to the
messy manuscripts that she subm itted to her publishers.68 They were
so marred wi th mistakes that even expert edito ri al assistance could
not eradicate all of them. Furthermore, she tended to resist correction fro m her editors and critics.

Failure to Follow an Argument
In 1979 some of the objections to Brodie's Thomas lefferson seemed
similar to the kinds of objections the Sai nts had made to No Man
Knows. Hence it seemed appropr iate to suggest that those historians
who had noticed problems in her account of Jefferson might want to
be cautious when app roach ing her treatment of Joseph Smith. It appea rs that Hettinger has not been able to follow my argument, or he
may feel that he can reverse it by claiming that her "vind ication" on
the Hemings affa ir, if that is what it is, should send Mormon historians back for still another look at her treatment of Joseph Sm ith. If
this is what Hett inger is t rying to suggest, then I have no objections
except to his rhetorical ove rkill.
I think, though, that Hettinger has more than this in mind, when
he claims I made "the Hemings affai r the centerpiece of [an} attack
on Brodie" (p. 95). Not so. I mentioned that some of her critics had

67. Unsigned review of Brodie's ThomaJ /efferJon, in the Economist 255 (24 May
1975): 104.
68. See Newell G. Bringhurst, Fawn McKay Brodie: A Biographer's Life (No rman:
UniVersity of Oklahoma Press, 1999),211-12.
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faulted her efforts to suppo rt, with questionable psychological speculation, her hunches about Hemings. And I did this on ly to clarify
Brodie's own declaration that so me "reviewers had been very kind "
to indicate that she had "humanized Jefferson in a way no other biographer had" by revealing the "majo r sec rets in hi s life, which he
had helped to hide and wh ich his biographers also helped to hide."69
Brodie boasted that she had discovered these secrets by the use of
"insights" she borrowed from psychoanalytic literature. I remain skeptical of her co mm and and use of ca tegor ies borrowed from psychological and psychoanalytic literature.
In an effort to clarify the point Brodie was attempting to make, r
made the following remark:
Those supposed secrets involved, among other things, fathering illegitimate children with a youn g quadroon fone-q uarter
Blackl slave girl who accompanied him and his daughte r to
Paris. Thus she devotes five [o r more] chapters and an appendix to the old tale about Jefferson's supposed "affair" with
Sally Hemings.'o
Obviously, when I wrote those words, I did not believe that the ta les
about Jefferson's alleged affair with Sally Hemings were true. I have
subsequently moderated my opinion on this issue.
1 then offered a brief and general survey of the treatment given
by reviewers to Brodie's Thomas Jefferson. The crucial question was
not whether Jeffe rson fathered one or more ch ildren with Hemings
but how Brodie reached and suppo rted her conclusions. Her disproportionate attention to this Hemings issue and the way her focus on
the issue figures in her overall effort to understand Jefferson, his times,
and his significance are disquieting. 71
Hettinger has simply not understood the Significance of the de~
bate ove r Brodie's biography of Jefferson. Nor has he figured out
69. Judy Halle t interview with Brodie, in the Papers of Fawn McKay Brodie
( 191 5-198 1), tape I, box I, folder 5, Man uscripts Division, University of Utah Marriott
Lib rary, Sail Lake City, Utah, as quoted in Midgley, "A Biographer and Her ~nd,w 16l.
70. Midgley, ~A Biographer and Her Ugend,~ 161.
71. Sec ibid., 161-71.
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what I make of the various crit icisms of Brodie's work. He wrongly
th in ks I centered my atte nti on on her cla ims about Jefferson and
Hemings. I did not. My concern has been with her method of writing
history-what she saw as evidence, how she handled her sources, and
how she manipulated evidence and structured argu ments- and not,
as Hettinger imagines, on any pa rticular substantive clai m. O ne ca n
guess correctly and do so for wrong or insufficient reasons. I am thus
not interested in whether some of her conclusions have turned out to
be right, although I am interested in how she reached and supported
those conclusions. Since what now appears to be solid ev idence has
turned up suggesting th at Jefferson fathered one or mo re children
with Hemings, I have no problem accepting this opin ion.
The Bravado and the Exaggeration
Hettinger exaggerates when he cla ims that Brodie has been "vindicated" me rely because she seems to have guessed right about one
narrow factua l issue. He has not addressed the question of how that
fo rtuitous guess could possibly vindicate her way of using "insights"
from psychoanalytic litera ture or her ow n "intuit ions" about what
mayor may not have been going on. I have a high regard for DNA
tests. I am, however, not convinced that such evidence has undercut
criticisms of crucial aspects of Brodie's way of arr iving at concl usions. Her cri tics have been skeptical, for example, o f the way she
teased proof out of Jefferson's intimacy with his daugh ter's young
companion in Pari s by studying the words he used to describe soils
in Europe. How could DNA evidence vindicate Brodie's h unch that
Jefferson's dark secret was hidden in a word he used to describe the
color of some so ils he had observed in his travels? Whatever one may
think about the Hemings matter, elements of Brodie's speculation remain problematic.
Why then the "Hard Day fo r Professor Midgley"? Apparently because Hettinger feels that
At the moment Fawn McKay Brodie, imperfect historian, has eme rged from her battle with Louis Midgley and
the Jeffe rson elite ahead on points in an ugly struggle. She
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has been badly bruised, but emerges in the lead because she
dared tenaciously to fo ll ow her ow n stubborn insight. The
altercation has been brutal and is not over. Her confl ict with
those who have vested interests in preserving one view of
Joseph Sm ith will be tougher still , perhaps hopeless, because
like Midgley, they have taken up positions immune, finally,
to rational chaHenge. (p. IOO)
This is, for the most part, like much of what Hetti nger has directed at me: melodramatic nonsense. I am, however, inclined to
agree with him that Brodie might have been in thrall to "her own stubborn insight" on va rious issues. I do not see the conversation over the
quality of Brodie's biographies as especially brutal or ugly. In myestimation , the discussion over No Man Knows has remained within the
bounds of scholarly co mity. And Hettinger should sense, being an attorney, that in every con test there will be what he calls "vested interests." His own interest in defending Brodie from criticism, especially
given the passion with which he denounces me, seems vested.
Does Hettinger feel that he has now shown the proper civ ility
and hence the way to co ndu ct scholarly discussions? Does he not see
that his language could be turned back at him? Should we now begin
to imitate his style, rhetoric, tone o r mode of argument, or manner
of reading what others have written? What Hettinger does is pass on
some recen t news about DNA testing that possibly links Thomas
Jefferson to Eston Hemings. Exactly what this has to do with Joseph
Smith remains a mystery.
Hettinger wro ngly cla ims that Brodie's Thomas Jefferson
came almost universally under attack for its scholarship and
methodology, but most especially for its central assertion that
Thomas Jefferson had, in fac t, had a long sexual relationship
with Sally Hemings and, moreover, had fathered one or more
of her children. The swift establishment response pronounced
Brodie's book both reckless and wrong. (pp. 9 1-92)
Reviewers expressed a number of complaints about Brodie's scholarship and methodology, often questioning her efforts to employ cate-
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gories borrowed from psychoanalytic literature to figures and events
in the past, but there was nothing like a universa l condemnation.
Hettinger's statement is filled with exaggerat ion and other mistakes.
In 1996, I reporled the results of my having surveyed 154 reviews
of Brodie's TilOmas Jefferson . I consulted the reviews that Brodie and
her publisher had assemb led an d that she had preserved in her ow n
papers. I found that 74 of these rev iews appear to be very favorable
and 80 are in one degree or another unfavorable. Hettinger wrongly
maintains that reviewers nearly universally condemned Brodie's Jefferson biography.72 In addition, [ noted that a number of those reviewers who were favorably disposed to Brodie were histo rians, some
of them sporting large reputations. 73 Hettinger thus exaggerates, for
Thomas Jefferson did not come "almost universally under attack."
A Final Comment

Hettinger's "essay for Fawn Brodie" is an additional instance of
efforts by critics of the kingdom to prop up the Brodie legend. Outside sectarian anti-Mormon circles. these efforts have been, in one
degree or another, rather modest and somewhat cautious. In most
instances they have not pictured Brodie as a fa ultless hero. Newell
Bringhurst, Brodie's biographer, has not shied away from mentioning
the less-than-heroic aspects of her personal ity and literary career
even as he has struggled to paint a sympathetic portrait of someone
with whom he deeply identifies. Hettinger, on the other hand, misses
all the subtle nuances. For him, as for D. Michael Quinn, the entire
discussion is reduced to Good Guys (and Gals) and Bad Guys. What
Hettinger 's essay demonstrates, among other things. is that one is
likely to strike a raw nerve if o ne has the audacity to suggest that
Brodie may have had feet of clay. It is puzzling why the editors of
Dialogue would choose to publish Hettinger's obviously fl awed and
just plain nasty essay. Do they imagine an audience eager to feed on
such stuff? Perhaps there is one. If so, this unpleasant fact tells us
72. See ibid., 164--67.
73. See ibid., 172.
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something about what is going on with those on the margins of the
Mormon academic community. But if the editors imagine such an
audience. should not they at least have made sure that Hettinger's es~
say had the correct title for Brodie's biography of Jefferson?
Books and essays do not just write themselves; they are, rather.
products of a time and place and hence are located in some political,
professional, ideological, or polemical setting. It is, therefore. useful
for readers to know something of what drives authors. what drew
them to a topic and helped shape their prose. I have sketched the
contours of the quarrels in which I have been involved to indicate ex:~
actly how and why I became interested in Brod ie and how I came to
fashion "A Biographer and Her Legend."
I have also indicated my dismay at discovering several writers
who seek a literary peg on which to hang their unbelief or who have
some ideological itch they need to scratch. Some are indignant, for
ex:ample, about the "sins of traditional Mormon history," and some
arc in thrall to some vague. soft version of the myth of objectivity
and thereby reduce the entire interesting discussion over the Mormon
past to an ugly contest between open truth tellers like themselves and
the corrupt "polemicists" whom they see as their critics.74 I trust that
I have revealed at least some self-deception in this curious portrayal
of the current conversation over the foundations of the faith of Latterday Saints.15

74. For dctaiJ~ sec Midgley, review of New Mormon History, 119-20.
75. The debate over the paternity of Sally Hemings's children has intensified since the
publication of Annetlc Gordon-Reed's book and the sub~quent report on DNA testing
on the Jefferson line. Eugene Foster's DNA study, contrary to the lu rid publicity, limited
th~ possible fathers for uton Hemings, Sally's last child, to over twO dozen mal~ Jeffer·
sons. And the latest careful review of the evidence, with one judiciom dis.scnt, concluded
that the most lik~ly fathu of Eston was Randolph Jeffe rson, the younger brother of
Thomas, or one of Randolph's sons. See the thirty-five page pretiminary·Report: Scholars
Commission on th~ Jefferson-Hemings Matter," issued on 12 April 2001. Th~ full rtiults
of the work of the th irteen distinguished scholars who made up the "blue-ribbon commissionn will soon be available.

TAKAYAMA: RESTORATION REVELATION AS
POETRY RATHER THAN FRAUD

James E. Faulconer

A respectful and appreciative treatment of Latter-day Saint beliefs

n

is difficult for someone who is unable to accept them. How does
a nonbeliever avoid the alternatives o f eithe r call ing the text a fraud
or claiming it as a translation of real documents when writing about
latter-day scriptural texts such as the Pearl of Great Price or the Book
of Mormon? Michiko Takayama takes on this usually thankJess task
by trying to use contemporary philosophy to "rescue" Joseph Smith's
work for nonbelievers. She argues that he was a poet and that his
writings are poetry. Given the difficulties of such an undertaking, it
should not be surprising that the result is not without problems. In
this case, however,the problems are magnified by the failure of Takayama's dissertation committee to give her the expected direction and
guidance. What could have been a helpful and interesting wntribution
to discussions between the Saints and others is unfortunately not.
Some of the problems in Takayama's dissertation are relatively
minor, si mple er rors of fact. She says, for example, that no one but
Joseph Smith saw the plates (p. 2) and that the extant Abraham facsim iles were rediscove red in Salt Lake City (p. 3). She relies heavily

Review of Michiko Takayama. "Poetic Language in Nineteenth
Century Mormonism: A Study of Semiotic Phenomenology in
Communication and Culture." Ph.D. diss., So uthern Illinois University, 1990. 145 pp. $40.00.
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on the works of Robert Lindsey' and Fawn Brodie 2 for her understanding of LDS history, though the first is more like a potboiler than
a history book and the second is not without its problems, not the
least of which is that, as important as No Man Knows My History has
been in Mormon historiography, even those who are more willing
than I to accept Brodie's explanations and conclusions will agree that
it is now outdated. I wish that Takayama had used more standard,
contemporary sources for her historical background.
My perception of other problems may be attributed to the fact
that Takayama is not a believing Latter-day Saint and I am. For ex ample, with some regularity she argues against the historicity of the
Book of Mormon and other Latter-day Saint scrip tures without
co nsidering the argumen ts in their defense that Latter-day Saint
scholars have made. For example, on pages 85-86 she contends that
the phrase reformed Egyptian not only does not, but camlOt, refer to
any historical scrip!.3 Thus, in spite of Takayama's claim not to be
deal ing with the historical authenticity of Joseph Smith's writings
(p, 7), she sometimes asserts their historical inauthenticity to further
her arguments.
However, even if one were to ignore the minor factual errors and
to agree with each of Takayama's claims about Latter-day Saint history and texts, and even if one were to overlook the inconsistency in
her claim not to be interested in the historicity of Latter-day Saint
scrip tures, her dissertation would remain flawed. Based on my understanding of the work of the philosophers to whom she refersJacques Derrida, Victor Turner, and Harold Bloom-I think that she
did not understand their work as well as she needed to, though it is
I. Robert Lindsey, A Gilthering of $aillts: A True Story of Money, Murder, Ilnd Deceit
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1988).
2. Fawn H. Brodie, No Miln Knows My History: The Life of Joseph Smith, the
Mormol! Prophet (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1971 ).
). But~, for ell"ample, the di$Cussions of reformed Egyplia n in William J. Hamblin,
kReformed Egyptian (FARMS, 1995); John A. Tvedlnes and Matthew Roper, ~' Joseph
Smith's Use of the Apocrypha': Shadow or RealiIY~" FARMS Rn-IfW of Books 8{2 ( 1996):
328-29; and John A. Tvedlnes and Stephen D. Ricks, ~Jewish and Other Semilic Tell"ts
Written in Egyptian Characters," JourMI of Book of Mormon Studils 5{2 ( 1996): 156--63.
H
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fai rly obvious that her lack of familia rity with their writings says at
least as much about her disserlation advisors as it does about her.
Usi ng the work of Derrida, Turner, and Bloom, Takayama says
that she will address three questions: (1) Why did Joseph Smith read
a Hebrew story in an Egyptian tcxt (which she says is the problem of
the sign ifier and, thus, the poin t at which an appeal to Derrida will
be necessary)? (2) Why does Joseph Sm ith identify himself with Abraham in Abraham 1:12 (w hich is the problem of the signified and will
require that we turn to Victor Turner)? (3) What did hieroglyphics
mean to Joseph Smith? This, she tells us, is the problem of "the ontology of signification,"~ wh ich Harold Bloom will help us understand.s
Juxtaposing Takayama's questions in this way shows the theoretical difficulty of he r proposal and the importance of justifying her decision to harness Derrida, Turner, and Bloom together, an issue her
thesis adv isors should have pointcd out. If we use Derrida's work to
understand the relation of the signifier to the sign ified, then we will
not be able to use Victor Turner's work to understand the signified
because, according to Derrida, the signified always escapes our analysis. Either the word signified means different things in Derrida than it
means in Tu rn er, in which case Takayama is gu ilty of equivocatio n,
or Derrida's understanding directly contradicts the project she proposes to complete using Turner, namely, to analyze the signified of
the Book of Abraham. This problem should have been recognized
and addressed.
Because I am more familiar with Dcrrida than with Turn er and
Bloom, let me use her chapter on his work to illustrate the difficulties
I see in her analyses. The sl imness of the chapte r is perhaps the first
4. I do not know what this phrase means. At o ne point, Takayama i dentifi~s ~ r
sonal ontology with psycholcgical state (p. 52), though such 3 use of th~ word ontology is
anything but standard. This use suggests that a special vocabulary is at work here and re·
qui r~s ~xplanation-som~thing her advisors should haY~ pointed I)UI.
5. Without rehearsing the complexities o f the arguments over signification, it is
probably ~nough for th e reader to know Ih~ terminology-signified: th~t to which a wo rd
or phrase points; signifier; a word or sign; signification: the proc~S5 in which words or
signs are correlated with things, incl uding meanings-and that th~re has been considerabl~ conl rov~rsy over questions of signification. For two very diffe rent takes on the issue,
see Jacqu~s ~r r ida, Limited IIIC (Evanston, III.; Northwestern Un ive rsity Press, 1988).
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sign that a problem exists. I am sympathetic to the difficulty faced by
anyone trying to summarize OfGrammatology.6lt is a long and difficult book. Much of its argument relies on Dcrrida's assumption
that his readers are familiar with the philosophical milieu in which
Of Grammatology appeared, a milieu which espoused the ideas of
Edmund Husserl, Martin Heideggcr, and Emmanuel Levinas. 7 Given
the difficulty of Derrida's book, it is no wonder that many of its readers have thrown up their hands in dismay or relied on the long. interpretive essay that is Gayatri Spivak's introduction. In any case, even
Derrida's best reader would have difficulty giving a meaningful synopsis in seven and one-half pages.
Another problem with Takayama's discussion of Derrida is that
her chapter does not accurately represent Derrida's thinking. To illustrate, consider Takayama's discussion of Derrida's notion of the "closure of the book" (pp. 68-69). She wonders whether the Book of
Abraham escapes the closure of logocentrism. s Logocentrism is a
word Derrida coined for the belief that there is a metaphysical center,
a unitary metaphysical explanation, standing behind reality: the logos.
Takayama apparently does not know that Derrida has identified 10gocentrism with Greek culture and has not insisted that we must find
a way beyond logocentrism.9 For example, he says, "Logocentrism lit erally. as such. is nothing else but Greek. Everywhere that the Greek
culture is the dominant heritage there is logocent rism. I wouldn't
draw as a conclusion, as a consequence of this, that we should simply
6, Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology. luns. Gayalri C. Spivak (Pa ris: ~ditions de
Minuit, 1967; Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univesity Press, 1976).
7. Many North American readers of Derrida's Of Grammatology were not familiar
with these philosophers and their writings; therefore, they gave a very different meaning
to the book than others di d. This may partially explain why her advisors did not help her
more: they were reading Of Grammar%gy in a context that gave it a very different meaning. Nevertheless. I do not think that suffidently explains their failure.
8. She answers that it does not, though she does so by quoting what Derrida has 10
say about logocentrism and then concluding, ~ Thus, Joseph Smith's writing is a 'book' in
Derrida's sense and thus is within logocentrism~ (pp. 6&-69).
9. However, Takayama may share her misunderstanding of this pain! wilh many of
those in literary theory who were writing at about the same lime as her dissertation work.
Again, this is evidence of insufficient help from her dissertation advisors.
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leave it behind."'o To show that the Book of Abraham is logoce ntric,
Takayama must show that it is best understood in Greek metaphysical terms. A number of recent stud ies have shown (for example, that
of Marlene Za radcr)" that bibli cal writ ers almos t certainly offer a
challenge to Greek metaphysics rather than endo rse it. Thus, to the
degree that the Book of Abraham shares the biblica l understanding
of things, it does not fit the Derridea n defi nition of the logocentric
book- and even if it did , it is not necessarily a criticism to say that
the Book of Abraham does not escape logocentrism. 12
In the end, the chapter on the Book of Abraham makes two
points about understanding the Book of Abraham as poetry. Those
points an d their co nclusions ca n be summarized as follows:
1. Joseph Smith knew that Abraha m went to Egypt and that the
Egyptians worshiped idols and offered sacrifices. So when he saw
Facsimile 1, he imagined that he was seeing a picture of Abraham being offered as a sacrifice in Egypt.
2. Joseph Smith's use of the word hieroglyph to identify some of
the pictograms in the facsimiles is simil ar to the Egypt ian use of the
word, even if the referents of each are different.
3. Co ncl usion: Points I and 2 suggest that we should understa nd Joseph Smith's pu rported translation of ancient sc ripture as
the creation of poetry: the documents we see reproduced in the fac similes functioned as rebuses that excited his imagin ation and al lowed him to produce the Book of Abraham.
Neither the argument of the first point nor the observat ion of the
second relies on Derrida's work. In additi on, the fi rst is an empirical
10. Jacques Derrida, " Jacqu es Denida on Rhetoric: and Composition: A Conver·
interview by Gary A. Olson, in (lnter)views: Cross· Disciplinary PerspeCljv~s on
Rhetoric and Literacy, ed. Gary A. Olson and Irene Gale (Carbondale, Ill.: Southern Illi·
nois Un iversity Press. 1991), 140.
II. Marlene Za nder, til delle impensie: Heidegger el l'htritilge htbm)·qlle (Paris: &:Ii·
tions du ~uil, 1990).
12. Though it was not Takayama's purpose to do so, had she mown that the Book of
Abraham does not share th t biblical understa nding of the world and instead adopts a pd.
mnily Greek, logocent ric understand ing, she would have made an intEresting argument
against the hiSlOricity of the Book o( Abraham. However, I doubt that she would need
Derrida, Tu rner, or Bloom to support such an argument.
sa t ion,~
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explanation, though Takayama has said she does not think that such
explanations are important to understanding LOS scripture as poetry
(sec, for example, p. x). Thus it is ironic that Takayama invokes
Derrida but does not need him to make her argument that the fac ~
similes were rebuses that worked "as a ca talyst for the story of Abra~
ham in Egypt" (p. 35). The problems in the discussions of Turner
and Bloom are perhaps not as stark as they are in the discussion of
Derrida, but they are similar.
If one does not accept Latter-day Saint claims of authenticity but
wishes, nevertheless, to avoid having to choose what is often offered
as the only other explanation for Joseph Smith's work, namely fraud,
then understanding the scriptures revealed through Joseph Smith as
poetry is probably the best alternative available. Even with such an
explanation, the problem-which Takayama has ignored-of how to
avoid the charge of fraud remains, even if the Book of Mormon and
the Pearl of Great Price are poetry. After all, Joseph Smith consis~
tendy insisted that he was giving us translations of ancient docu ments. Either he was incredibly self-deluded (perhaps so self-deluded
as to be unable to escape the charge of madness), or he lied, whether
or not the scriptures that came from his hand were poetic. 13
Michiko Takayama's attempt to make a case for LDS scripture as
poetry is admirable. We should be grateful for any outside the com~
munity of the Saints who wish to give us the benefit of the doubt.
However, in spite of Takayama's friendly intentions and our obliga~
tion to be grateful to her for those intentions, her dissertation is
flawed. Given the possibilities of analysis that Takayama wished to
undertake, it is unfortunate that her dissertation advisors were not
more demanding, critical, and helpful. Had they been, we might find
ourselves with an interesting discussion to which we could respond.

13. One wonders how to account for the Doctrine and Covenants as poetry, given a
view like Takayama's.

H E AIN'T HEAVY

L. Ara Norwood

isto rically, Mormons and evangelica ls have ofte n talked pa st
each other. even on the rare occasions when they were actually
trying to listen to one another. All that started to change with Craig L.
Blomberg and Stephen E. Robinson's book How Wide th e Divide? A
Mormot' and atl Eva ngelical itl Conversation. 1 With this volume, the
first of what I hope will he ma ny publ ications of a sim ilar tenor,

H

Blo mberg and Robinson (eva ngelical and LOS scholars, respectively)
have demonstrated for the rest of us that it is possible to have a mature, hard -hitting, engaging, rigorolls conversation that radiates much
more light than heat. The second number of the 1999 FARMS Review
of Books featured reviews of How Wide the Divide? including a lengthy
essay by evangelical scholars Paul Owen and Carl Mosser. both responsible cri tics. 2
As always.' am grateful to friends and colleagues who have taken time to read an
early draft of this review ess~y and make suggestions and comments, including Ross
Baron, Alan Goff, Robert F. Smith, Kevin Barney, an d Hermann Buenning. Of course.
none of these gentleme n bea rs the bla me for any errors that may be found in this published version. I alone am responsible for any deficiencies that remai n.
I. Craig L Blombag and Stephen E. Robinson. How Wide the Divide? A MormOlr
and an Eyangelical ill Conversatio,r (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1997).
2. Pa ul L.. Owen and Carl A. Mosser, review of How Wide the Div ide? by Craig L.
Blomberg and Stephen E. Robinson, FARMS Review of Rooks II I 2 (1999): 1- 102.

Review of James R. White. [s the Mormon My Brother? Minneapolis:
Bethany House, 1997.256 pp., with appendix, subject index. $10.99.
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Of course. not everyone is pleased with such developments in
Mormon-evangelical relations. Evangelicals have published a number
of books and articles denouncing the Blomberg-Robinson effort. The
first number of the 2000 FARMS Review of Books featured detaiJed
reviews of one of these books. 3 This review essay responds to another.
James R. White. in Is the Mormon My Brother? has opted to end the
dialogue started by Blomberg and Robinson. However. his flawed understanding of the doctrine of the Latter-day Saints leaves him without the authority to do so.
After laying ou! the structure of White's book, I will mention some
of the problems with the book (both large and small). I will then respond to White's central arguments that Mormons worship a different God and that they are guilty of polytheism. idol worship, and a
misplaced belief in the doctrine of theosis.4 Finally. I will examine
some of the implications of White's decision to end further dialogue
between evangelicals and Mormons.
Contents of White's Book
The book contains twelve chapters, an appendix. twenty-six pages
of endnotes, and a two-page subject index. The title of the opening
chapter-"What Is a Mormon?"-is misleading because the chapter
never attempts to address that question. Instead White uses this chapter to try to demonstrate that Mormonism is not a part of "Christianity" as he understands things. In a colloquial style, White points
out that the Mormons his own ch ildren prefer to associate with are
viewed by other people (presumably other Christians) as moral, trust worthy, studious. obedient to teachers, and "unwilling to engage in
the wild behavior" in which many non-Mormon students participate
(p. 16). However. White also explains that many other (unnamed)
Christians see these same virtuous Mormons as being part of a "devilinspired cult," as "polygamous cultists." as "out to destroy the souls of
anyone unwary enough to be caught in their clutches," and as "the
3. See the .seven reviews of The Counterfeil Gospel of Mormonism in FARMS Review

ofBooh 12J I (2000): 137-353.
4. This doctrine is perhaps more appropriately called apotheosis.
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very embodiment of evil itself" (p. 17). White wants to separate himsel f from these fe llow Christian cult-watchers and take a fresh, seemingly unbiased, look a t the Mormo ns to decide once and for all
whether Mormonism falls within the pale of Ch ristianity.
Chapter 2, "What Do Mormons Believe?" is perhaps the most interesting chapte r of the ent ire book. Here we learn something of White's
assessment of LOS so urces for doct rine. Alt hough he betrays no
knowledge of some of the more important publications on this topic,S
he docs lead the reader in a reasonably va lid d iscussion of the d istinctions be tween the sta ndard works and the livi ng prophets and
apostles as sources of autho rity. I was particula rly impressed with the
model he designed that del ineates four levels (in descending order of
clout) of LOS doctr inal sources of au tho rity. White's levels include:
(1) the standard works and the living p rophet; (2) Jose ph Smith,
sta tements by the First Presidency, and the doct rines revealed in the
temple ce remon ies; (3) books published under the authority of the
f irst Presidency 6 as well as statements made by General Authorities
during general conference; and (4) other published statements of General Aut horities. White also includes the Encyclopedia of Mormonism
in this tier although it is not a publication by LOS General Authorities.
After inserting a brief, five -page sum mary of his views on monotheism (cha pter 3, "Ch ristian Ort hodoxy"), White presents fou r
chapters (covering seventy-five pages----almost 40 pe rcent of the text
proper) documenting from LDS sources what he concisely states in
one paragraph in his summa ry:
Official Mormon teaching is clear.1 God and ma n are of
the same spec ies. The difference between them is a matter of
5. $«, for txample, J. Reuben Clark Jr., ~When Are the Writings or &rmons of Chur,h
Leaders En titled to the Claim of Scripture?·' 3 speech delivered at BYU on 7 July 1954 and
refe renced in 3 number of lDS publications. I am indebted to Hermann Buenning, who directs the LOS Institute of Religion at UCLA, for reminding me of this source.
6. Such as the Mekhizedek Priesthood study guides or various student ma nuals for
religion classes taught at BYU and elsewhere.
7. Earlier. White had suggested that LOS doctrine was anything bu t d ear: ~As surprising as it might be, ... it is not as easy to answer It he question of what Mormons believe] as one might suppose" (p. 18).
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exaltation and progression over aeons of time. God was once
a man , a mortal, just as we are. He lived on another planet in
a condition very similar to ours, and gained exaltation on the
sa me pri nciples th at are mad e available to men today. T he
worthy Mormon man who is sealed fo r time and ete rnit y to
his wife in the LOS Temple and who continues faithful to the
end in obedience to gospel ordinances and principles, will be
exalted. in due time. to the status of a god. He will have "eternal increase;' beget spirit children, and be worshi ped as a god
and creator of other worlds.s I n those wo rlds he will raise up
his sp irit child re n so that they, too, mi ght become exalted.
This is the etern al law of progression, the concept of exalta tion to godhood, and as we have seen over and over aga in. in
Mormon ism this is the gospel. T hat this is the LOS teaching
cannot possibly be doubted. (p. 124)
On the basis of this pro nou nce ment, White tries to answer the
question of whether the Mormons can be thought of as "brothers" to
oth er Ch ristians. So in chapter 8, titled "The God Christ ians Worship," White spends twenty-e ight pages writi ng what sou nds like a
sermon denoun ci ng LDS beliefs about God. All the usual proof texts
afe there: Deuteronomy 6:4 and Isaiah 43: lO; 44:6-8; 45:5-7, 21-22;
46:9-10. All are used to show there is onl y o ne God and that Mor mons are there fo re wrong fo r acknow ledg ing mo re than one God.
Present also is the oft -q uoted Deutero nomy 13: 1-5, wa rni ng against
false prophets (e.g., Joseph Smith). Of course, White turns to John 4:24
in an attempt to show that God is not corpo real and to Jeremiah 23:24
and 2 Ch ronicles 6: 18 to demo nstrate that God is omniprese nt and
8. Although this summary is largely correct, Whi te slips in the idea that Mormons
believe they will be woriliiped in their exalted state, He does th is, not through the explicit
L.DS teachings from which he quotes, but through inference. Of the approYimateiy 123
LOS sources he quotes when sur veying the Mormon doctrine of God (see chaps. 4-7),
not one makes any di rect mention of La tter-day Saints being potential Objects of worship.
Indeed, in my own considerable experience in trying to unde rstand normative LOS
thought on these matters, I have never known any me mber of the church to enten ain any
expectation of being an object of worship in the eternities ahead. Thus his claims of fa irly
presenting the LOS position (see pp. Ig, 19, 39, and 40) should perhaps be reassessed.
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the refore lacking an anth ropomo rphic form. White also incl udes
I Timo thy 6: 16 to show th at God cannot be seen (and, there fore, that
Joseph Smith did not see God). And finally, Wh ite uses Psalm 90:2 to
in dicate that God is everlasting and therefore never had a begin ning.
Chapter 9, "Answers to Commo nly Cited Passages," follows; it appea rs to be a hast ily written polemic, an attempt to counter what the
author supposes are typical Latter-day Sa in t clai ms based on the scriptures. White attempts to refu te LOS arguments based on John 10:30-36
(where Jesus quotes Psalm 82:6 to the effecl lhat "ye are gods"). White
also tries to downplay the implications of Acts 7:55-56, in wh ich
Stephe n sees t\vo pe rsonages in the Godhead, and attacks LOS in terpreta tions of Acts 17:28-29 and Hebrews 12:9, both used to support
the beliefs tha t we are the offspring of God and that God is the father
of our spiri ts. Finally, he grants some atten tion to Latter- day Sa int
use of Romans 8: 1S-19; 2 Peter I:3-4; and Revelation 3:21 (often cited
in support of the LOS belief in apotheos is).
In chapter 10, "The Divide Is Very Wide," White briefly explains
why the Mormon is not his brother (nor the brother of any true Christia n). In chapter I I, " How Wide the Div ide?" he continues to criticize
LOS scholar Stephen Robinson and his and Blomberg's book bea ring
that same title. 9 In chapter 12. "A Mormon Doct rine, or Mere Speculat ion?" Wh ite trea ts LOS views on the conception of Jesus,IO a theme
quite out of place in a book that claims to focus on one issue alone: Is
Mormonism monotheistic or polytheislic?11 The appendix, "Theosis-Becoming a God?" represents an attempt to nullify Latter-day Saint use
9. This critique actua lly started earlier in chapter 9 (sec pp. 159-61).
10. While wou ld have done well to consult the words of President Harold B. Lee on
this matter: ~Tn(hers should not speculate on the manner of Christ's birth. We are very
much concerned that some of our church teachers seem to be obsessed [withllhe idea of
teaching doctrine which cannot be substantiated and making comments beyond what the
Lord has actually said. You asked about ... the birth of the Savior. Never have I ta lked
about sexual intercourse between Deity and the mother of the Savior.... Remember that
Ihe being who was brought about by [Mary'sl conception was a divine ~ rsonage. We
need not question His me thod 10 accomplish His purposes." The Tetlcilil1gs of Harold B.
Lee, ed. Clyde J. Williams (Salt Lake Cily: Bookcraft, 1996), 13- 14.
11. Whi te commits himself to his singula r focus when he writes as follows: ~ Chris
tianity is un abashe dl y monotheistic .... What of Mormonism! ... This is the issue that
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of the patristic writers, who taught some form of the doctrine of deification . White attempts to show that the early church fath ers did not
sha re the LDS belief that God the Father once experien ced mortality.
Problems in White's Book
Of the numerous defects of thi s book (some serious and some
less significant), here are a few that jumped out at me:
• Occas ionally, White slips into hyperbole that may not be helpful to readers trying to understand Mormonism. For insta nce, he
writes, "you will find as many differen t vers ions of Mormonism as
you wiu find Mormons" (p. 24). One hopes that his more naive read ers won't infer from this that there are actually seve ral million versions of Mormonism.
· I also found it a bit curious that White, when criticizing ideas
found in the book How Wide the Divide? mentions only Robinson,
even when Blomberg and Robinson coauthored a given passage in
that book. For instance, after quoting Blomberg and Robinson's ";ointconclusion" on the matter of the Trinity, White responds: "The main
er ror made by Robinso n in the above sta tements is this ..." (p. 44 ).
Perhaps White withholds criticism from those he considers his "brothers" regarilless of how much he disagrees with them.
• White places his worldview within strictures that invariably
lead to inconsistencies. For instance, he paints himself into a corner
with these comments: "Truth is truth no matter when it is given.
When God reveals truth 'X' about His nature and attributes, 'X' will
not become 'false' tomorrow" (p. 41 ). All one must do here is remind
White that the preincarnate Christ had no body of fle sh and bones,
while the resurrected Christ had both.1 2

we will focus upon in che rest of chis work, for it is the most fundamental issue we ean address.... 10 allow for the grt'a test clarity, ... we will look only to the doctrine of God ~ (p. 22).
L2. Nor will it suffice for White to reply that the Savior's change from noncorporeali!y
to corporeali ty was really not a change since it was all part of a predetermined pla.n. That
rationale applies just as wdlto the accusa tions \Vhite would levy at the Latter-day Sainu.
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• In one of his many criti cisms of Stephen Robi nso n, White uses
faulty logic and ambiguous language. Robinson takes Genesis 1:26-in which God is sa id to have created Adam "in our image, according
to our likeness"- li terally and po ints out that most ot her Chri stians
view the passage fi gu ratively. A lite ral understanding of the passage
suggests God has a physical image. White tries to refute this interpretation by quot ing from a systemat ic th eology by Protestant Bible
scholar Wayne Grudem. But after scrutin izing Grudem's quotat ion, I
remain unpersuaded that Whi te made his case. White cont inues (with
my comments in brackets):
Man is the image bea rer of God, but we have already seen
that the God who makes man is not a man but is sp irit.
[Wh ite is not clea r here; why would a dichotomy ben",een
"man" (as in male, not mortal) and "sp irit" (as in spiritual) exist? Latter-day Sa ints do not maintain that God is a "man"
except in the sense of possessing male, as opposed to female,
gender. ] Furthermore, whatever the image of God is [so White
isn't certain hi msel f, but he's just ce rtain that God's image
can not be whatever the Mormons believe it isl, it separa tes
man from the rest of crea tion, for only ma n has this image.
[Exactly! So why cannot that image involve physical characteristics? White gives us no cogent reason.] An ape has a physical image [no argument here; so does an aa rdvark. as does a
stag beetle] but not the image of God. [Correct. No Latterday Sa int cl aim s apes arc created in the image of God. But
scr iptu re affirms man is so created. J So the idea that the image has to do with corporeality, he nce making God an exalted man, is without basis in the Genes is passage. (p. lS I,
emphasis in original)
Yet Robinson never mentions co rporea lity in his argument (although he surely believes God the Father is co rporeal). Robinson
merely points out that the Genesis passage can reasonably be understood to mean that God has a physical image. White's countera rgument does nothing to diffuse Robinson's poin t; White also ignores
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Genesis 5:3. which applies the same Hebrew term for image to hu~
man reproduction (d. Acts 14: 11 ).13
• On this same topic. White acknowledges that. for Latter~day
Saints. a physical image does not necessarily mean a corporeal image
of flesh and bones. White writes. "Smith plainly indicates that this is
the Father speaking to the Son. However, at this point in time the
Son did not have a physical body.... Hence, to get around this. the
Mormon must say that the spirit body has a physical image as well.
and it is this image that is meant. But as soon as it is admitted that the
physical image could trot be the focus of these words, the issue becomes
moot" (p. 152, emphasis added). Yet one would be justified in asking.
When have Mormons admitted that the focus of the words in Gene~
sis 1:26 cou ld not involve a physical image? We have made no such
admission, contrary to White's assertion. And the problems are co m~
pounded by White, who muddles the terms physical and corporeal in
this argument; he acknowledges that Mormons see a potent ial dis~
tinction between the two terms, but he then proceeds to use the terms
synonymously. thus compromising clarity. The seemingly circular
reasoning of his argument causes it to lose much of its impact.
• Equally vague is White's analysis of Stephen's theophany in Acts
7. One problem with White's attempts to thwart an LDS interpreta ~
tion of Acts 7:55-56 is that White distinguishes between the theologi~
ca l terms person and being as they relate to Deity: "This passage is
often used by LDS to prove that God and Jesus are two separate be ~
iogs .... or course, Christians believe that God the Father is a differ·
ent Person than the Son .... But what of the idea that here you have
two sepa rate beings, two separate gods?n (p. 158, emphasis in origi.
nal). If White is so astute an observe r of the Church of Jesus Christ
and its members, he should know that the average Mormon does not
make a distinction between person and being. Mormons don't gener13. Highly qualified Old Testament scholars have interpreted Genesis 1:26--27 in vari·
ous ways, and Robinson's views parallel a number of them. For a thorough discussion and
survey, see Claus Westermann, Gentsis 1-11: A Commentary. trans. Joh n J. Scullion
(Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1984), 142-60. Gerhard von Rad, Gelltsis: A Commtll rtlry, rev.
ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1972), 57-6 1, 70-71, also supports Robinson's under·
standing of Genesis 1:26-27.
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ally use those terms with their metaphysical baggage the way evangelica l scholars tend to do. Mormons believe that this passage merely
teaches tha t Stephe n saw both the Fathe r and the Son.
A second problem here is the fact that Whi te att ributes to Mormons the bel ief that the Father and the Son. as seen by Stephen in Acts
7, should properly be called "gods" wi th a lowercase g. Yet Mo rmons
neve r refer to the Fathe r or the Son as "gods." Knowingly or unknowingly, Wh ite is ascribing beliefs to the Mormons they do not hold. '4
Thi rd, White repeats the commo n, rudimentary m istake wit h
this passage that many anti-Mormons make: "Stephen does not say
that he saw two gods. He saw the glory of God and Jesus standing on
the right hand of God . Stephen d id no t sec God the Father, he saw
the Son" (pp. 158-59, emphasis in original). This statement bet rays a
careless read ing of the biblical text, which itse lf co ntai ns three key
phrases in verses 55 and 56 describ in g what Stephen saw. The fi rst
phrase (in v. 55) indeed indicates that Stephen saw the glory of God,
meaning the glory of God the Father. The second phrase (also in v. 55)
indicates that Stephe n saw Jesus standing on the right hand of God
the Father. Note that the text does not indicate that Stephen saw Jesus
standing on the right ha nd of the glory of God the Father (wh ich
seems to be James Wh ite's read ing of the text-a good case of eisegesis). In the thi rd phrase (in v. 56), Stephen claims to sec the actual
person of the Son of Man (i.e., Jesus Chr ist) stand ing on the right
hand of God the Father. Clearly, the New Testament text reports that
Stephen claimed to see two personages, not one personage plus an othe r's glory. James Wh ite has misread th is biblical text . IS
14. Thr rarc cxceptio n to this consistency is whrn a Laner-day Saint refers to Iftity in
a tempo rarily theo retical or impersonal manner. Elder Bruce R. McConkie used th e term
god in this sense during his last confermce address. &e Bruce R. McConkie, "The Purify.
ing Power ofGelhsemane," Ensign (May 1985): 9-10.
15. Some commentators, plagued by thwlogical bias, support White's reading of the
text. See, for example, Barclay M. Newman and Eugene A. Nida, J\ 1hm slatQr's Hamlbook
011 the Acts of the Apostles ( London: United Bible Societies, 1972), l til; and Simon J.
Kistemakcr, New Testameltt Commen tary: Exposition of the Acts of the Apostles (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1990),278-79. It is intereSling that Kistemaker does agree with the Mormons
o n one key poi nt: The co ndemna tion of the Jews came from thei r undclStanding that
Stephen was claiming to see two Gods. wh ich violated their grasp of monotheism.
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• I find it somewhat self-assuming of James White to consider
himself more informed on Mormonism than Mormons are. Thus he
writes, "Over the years I've taken to carrying various works written
by LOS General Authorities so that I can explain to Mormons what
Mormonism has taught and continues to teach" (p. 23). As I will further demonstrate, James White has much to learn from Mormons
about their religion.
• White also challenges Robinson's use of New Testament scripture to bolster the LOS belief in deification. Again, though, White is
careless. Robinson appeals to John 17:22-23 to demonstrate that true
disciples can receive the glory of God. White quotes the passage and
then writes, "Robinson uses this passage in the context of our receiving the glory of Christ and sitting upon the throne of God" (p. 16 I).
Actually, Robinson did not mention sitting upon the throne of God
in connection with John 17; Robinson got that idea from Revelation
3:21. This is a minor point, but it does underscore James White's
inattention to detail.
• At some points, White feeds his evangelical readership fal sehoods, such as this: "One of the greatest truths about God that is utterly denied by LDS theology is God's uniqueness" (p. 135, emphasis
in original). Yet Latter-day Saints would willingly and consciously repeat the testimony of a special witness of the Savior: "I testify that He
is utterly in co mparable in what He is, what He knows, what He has
accomplished, and what He has experienced."16
• A great example of bald assertion and circular reasoning occurs
when White attempts to refute Latter-day Saint use of Romans 8:15-19,
which essentially teaches that if we are heirs of salvation, we are heirs
of God and joint heirs with Christ and shall be glorified with Christ.
Kistemaker writes. "In view of their Hebrew creed Icites Deuteronomy 6:41 . Stephen no
longer teaches monotheism" (ibid., 279). For examples that support the LDS position that
Stephen saw both the Father and the Son, s« William Neil, New Century Bible: The Acts of
the Apostles (London: Marshall, Morgan and Scott. 1973), 11 7; and F. F. Bruce, Tht Acts of
the Apostles: Tht Greek Text with Introduction Imd Commentary (Grand Rapids: ferd ·
mans, 1990), 164-69.
16. Neal A. Maxwell, ~'O, Divine Redecmer:~ Ensign (Novcmbu 1981): 8. emphasis
in original.
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The argument is, "If we are joint heirs with Christ, then
we receive everyt hing Ch rist has. Since Christ is God, we receive godhood." But the passage speaks of our position as
adopted chil dren of God, not as children by nature, which
would be required if the Father/child argument is to hold up.
But on the level of receiving whatever Chr ist has, we again
sec a problem in that it assumes that Christ received Deily.
He d id not. The Son has eternally been God and did not enter into the state of being "God" at some point in time. Deity
is not a possession to be transferred to fel/ow heirs. Receiving
an inheritance does not change our being. When I receive an
inheritance, it does not change me; it only changes my status.
No matter how highly a human is exalted, he remains a lIZ/man. And so we go ba ck to the fundamental difference between Christian ity and Mormonism: Christians accept God's
statement that He has eternally been God, while Mormons
reject this or redefine it out of existence. An exalted man is
still a creature, while God is the Creator. (p. 162, emphasis in
original)
I will now give a detailed analysis of White's rhetoric. First, he has
restated th e LDS positi on fa irl y accurately; Mormons do interpret
Romans 8:15-19 to indicate that sin ce Christ is Deity and since heirs
of salvat ion will receive all that Christ has, thei r inheritance will in dude some sort of glorified, deified state of existence. However, While
errs when he claims that Latter-day Sa ints believe Christ "received"
Godhood (presumably after the resurrect ion). Unless I misunderstand his point, Latter-day Sai nts do, in fact, believe wholeheartedly
that Christ was God prior to his incarnation. I?
Then, as quoted above, White claims. "But the passage speaks of
our position as adopted children of God, not as childre n by nature,
17. Of the many references I cou ld cite, one should suffice: ~'esus was a God in the
premortal exiSience .... Jesus Christ is Ihe Son of God. He came to this earth at a foreappointed time through a royal birthright that preserved His godhood.~ Ezra Taft Benson,
11re 1rClchings of Ezru 'lillr Benson (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1988), 6-7. Any other
notion s abou t how or wh en Christ received this stalus, however true such notions may
turn out 10 be, fall within the realm of speculative theology; see n. 34 b-elow.
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which would be required if the Father/child argument is to hold up."
This is an example of bald assertion. Latter-day Saints wholeheartedly agree with White that the passage in Romans 8 refers to our being
children by adoption. No problem there. But White offers no evidence
for his position that adopted children are unable to receive what
Christ their Savior receives. If I rephrased the passage in question with
the addition of the word adopted appearing before the word children,
it would read:
The Spirit itself beareth witness with our spirit, that we
are the [adopted] children of God:
And if (adopted] children. then heirs; heirs of God, and
joint-heirs with Christ; if so be that we suffer with him, that
we may be also glorified together. (Roma ns 8:16-17)
Even when the word adopted is displayed prominently in the text. the
LDS position remains unchanged. We firmly believe that as adopted
children. th ose who are eventually exalted will be joint heirs with
Christ, will receive his glory, and will thus be deified.
White further asserts, "Deity is not a possession to be transferred to
fellow heirs." Again. White gives no evidence for this statement. Yet, as
many sou rces (both LDS and non -LDS) indicate, strong evidence
supports deification as a legitimate Christ ian doctrine. White may be
compelled to reconsider in light of the following sta tement from a
non-LDS source:
Deification (G reek theosis) is for Orthodoxy the goal of
every Christian . Man. according to the Bible, is "made in the
image and likeness of God" (cf. Gen. 1.26.). and the Fathers
common ly distinguish between these two words. The image
refers to man's reason and freedom. that which distinguishes
him from the animals and makes him kin to God, while 'likeness' refers to 'assimil ation to God through virtues' (St. lohn
of Damascus). It is possible for man to become like God, to
become deified, to become god by grace. This doctrine is
based on many passages of both OT and NT (e.g. Ps. 82 [811.6;
II Peter 104), and it is essentially the teaching both ofSt. Paul.
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though he tends to use the language of filial adoption (cf. Rom.
8.9-17; GaL 45-7), and the Fourth Gospel (cf. 17.21-23).18
White proclaims: " When 1 receive an inheritance, it does not
change me; it on ly changes my status," but he never explains what he
means by this Slatement.l-Ie then suggests crypt ica lly, "No matter how
highly a human is exalted, he remains a humon." Perhaps if White had
taken the time to define human, or even exalted human, we would be
able to foUow his point. I would also be delighted to have White clarify
the dis tin ctions he d raws between the terms human and morral. If
White is try ing to say that no matter wha t degree of exaltation a disciple obtains, that disciple will always remain subservient to God and
Christ, then Mormons would agree wholeheartedly with him. But as his
argument is currently worded, we are left to wonder what his point is.
White concludes hi s attempt to refute Latter-day Saint understanding of Romans 8: 16-17 with the following: "And so we go back
to the fundamental difference between Christ ianity and Mormonism:
Ch ristia ns accept God's statemen t that He has eternally been God,
while Mormons reject this or redefine it out of existence. An exalted
man is still a creature, wh ile God is the Creator." How this last set of
comments appl ies to the passage in Romans 8: 16-17 is not clear. I
submit that White has engaged in a non sequitur. Whether God has
eternally been God is a worthwhile topic of d iscussion but not relevant to the issues associated w ith Romans 8: 16-17. The issue under
consideration with this passage is whether being joint heirs with Christ
(and receiving his glory) implies deification; the passage has nothing
whatever to do with onto logical issues about God or the question of
God's "origins."
• (n chapte r 5, White comm its an unpardonable act by quot ing
directly from o ur sacred temple ceremony. He is aware that Latterday Saints view this action as sacrilegious. White has plenty of sticks
with which to beat the Church of Jesus Christ, but it was u nnecessary
for him to selec t this onc. By so doi ng, he fai ls to foste r the kind of

18. Symeon Lash, "'Deification,"' in The Westminster Dictionary of Christia" 11re%gy,
cd. Alan Richardson and John Bowden (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1983), 147.
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dialogue that allows for true understanding. Sadly, he makes it dea r
elsewhere in h is book that he has no inte rest in dia logue with Mormons. 19 Although we Latter-day Saints will always extend to ou r critics the invitation to engage in dialogue, White must understand that
a serious breach has occurred here.
• In his discussion of the Book of Mormon, White describes it as
"a record of the inhabitants of North America in ancient times" (p. 24).
Apparently, his grasp of even the most basic issues concerning the
Book of Mormon has not evolved all that much. 20 Informed LDS
scholars have postulated for years that the Neph ite lands were in Mesoame rica. not North America. 2 1
• On occasion, White makes statements that betray a paucity of
scholarly acumen. such as this one: "Nu merous works exis t dealing
with the Book of Mormon by way of criticism and refutation. One that
has caused quite a stir amongst defenders of Mormonism comes from
the liberal branch of Mormonism itself: New Approaches to the Book
of Mormon, Brent Lee Metcalfe, ed. (Salt Lake City: Signature Books,
1993)" (p. 230 n. 2). Really? Metcalfe's book deaJs with the Book of
Mormon both by way of criticism and refu tation? I suspect Wh ite
knows better than this. Be that as it may. anyone who has given even
a cursory glance at the Review of Books on the Book of Mormon, voL 6,
no. 1 (published by FARMS in 1994), can attest that Metcalfe's book
received a thorough trouncing. 22
19. ~ I find no biblical warrant for seeking 'dialogue' ... with the Mormon failhM
(pp. 183-84). "1 believe we should ... openly... [expose] Ihe errors of Joseph Smith and
his followers" (p. 184). ~Wedo nOI show Christian love or concern 10 muddle Ihe issues
with relativistic 'd ia.logue'~ (ibid.).
20. In my review of While's earlier ( 1990) work on Mormonism, I took him 10 lask
for displaying ineptilude on maners involving the Book of Mormon. ~ L. Ara Norwood,
~ lgnorntio Elenchi: The Dialogue That Never Was.,H Review of Boob on Ih t Book of Mormon
5 ( 199) : ) 17-54.
2 1. See John L. Sorenson, Thl Geogrnphy of Book of Mormon Events: A Source Book,
rtv. ed. (Provo. Utah: FARMS, 1992).
22. In addition 10 vol. 6, no. I ( 1994) oflhe Review ofBoohorllhe Book ofMormorl,
wh ich deal! excl usively with the Metcalfe book, several other reviews of portions of the
Metcalfe book are eq ually devasl3ti ng 10 the Iheses of some of Metcalfe's contributors. ~
espedally Ross D. Baron, review of "Book of Mormon Chrislology," by Melodie M. Charles,
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Other min or problems mar White's work as well, such as his claim
that the Book of Abraham locates God's place of habitation on a star
named Kalab (see p. 245 n. 13). his failure to correctly reference a
publication of Stephen E. Robinson (see p. 23 1 n. 26), his incorrect
title of a publication by Joseph Fielding Smith (see p. 231 n. 28), and
his error-prone, incomplete index. 2l But these are sma ll matters compa red to the main question White addresses: Is Mormonism polytheistic and therefore outside the pale of Christian orthodoxy? It is to
this central thesis of White's book that I now turn my attention.
Is Mormonism Polytheistic?
To allow White to spea k for himself. I will quote from three passages in his book to give the reader an idea of his position on the core
difference between "Mormon ism and Christianity" (his wording).
The key issue upon which Ch ristians have always agreed
is this: There is one eternal God, Creator of all things. In the
midst of all the disagreements that one can find in the early
Ch ristian writings, this is one belief that is found unive rsally.
One God, who has eternally been God, is the object of Christian worship and adoration, the object of Christian contemplation and th eological study. Not only will one find th is
confess ion made over and over again by individ ual chu rch
Fathers but the creeds all begin with the same truth. Long before the Cou ncil of Nicrea argued about how the persons of
the Trin ity. Father. Son, and Spirit, are related to one another,
one issue was settled beyo nd question: absolute. uncompromised, ontological monotheism. (p. 45, emphasis in original)
Review ofBooh 011 rhe Book of Mormon 7/ t (1995): 9[- [99; Marti n S. Tanner, review of
"Book of Mormon Chrislology>~ by Melodic M. Charles, Review of Boob Qn the Book of
MomlOll 7/2 ( 1995): 6-37. For a good overview,see the review by Kevin Christensen in
the same volume, pp. [44- 218. For a documented state of the debate. see John Wm.
Maddox, ~A Li$ling of Poinls and Countcrpoinls.~ FARMS ReviewofBoob8l 1 (1996): 1-26.
23. For example, John Widtsoe is not listed in the index, even though his name ap·
pearson pages 1[6-17. Likewise, the index lists the "King Follet Di5COurse~ only once, on
page 233, when in fact, the book cites or alludes 10 that sermon on at [fast pages 6$-76.
80,90-91,94-95,102. 113,134,144,149. 169.176,181. 183,and 209.
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Everything ultimately co mes down to a simple fact: Mormons and Ch ristians worship different Gods. We may use the
same terminology on a host of issues, but we differ all along
the line simply because we start at completely different places.
We begin with the one eternal God , while Mormons begin
with eternal matter, intelligences. and the law of eternal progression. The two systems. then, will end up differing with each
other on a basic. defmitional basis. all along the line. (p. 128)
Christianity begins with the following [sic] Jewish prayer
[Deuteronomy 6:4-6. which was actually quoted above], for
here th e God who would reveal himsel f in Jesus Christ in
Bethlehem revea led to His ancient peop le the fact th at He
alone is God. The Lord, Yahweh. is the God of Israel. Yahweh
is not a "co mmittee" of gods. so to speak. Ya hweh is one. As
the one God of Israe!. He is to be Javed with all the heart, soul,
and might. Jesus sa id thi s is the greatest com mandment.
Monotheism allows for undivided devot ion to the one true
God, and this is the command found in the Shema. the cen tral prayer of the Jewish people. God's people stood out
sharply aga inst the heat hen nat ions that surrounded them.
(p. 129)

The esse nce of White's argument is that si nce Christians have always
been mon othei sts. and sin ce Mormons are polytheists,24 Mormons
are. therefore, not Christ ians. By extension. the Mormon is no t a
brother to the Christian. White's thesis suffers from a number of defects. some of which I will describe below.
First, although White's argument reflects common assumption s
about th e rel igious history of Judaism, those assumptions are not al ways so applicable to the history of early Christianity. T he notion
that only one monolithic view of Deity has run throughout Judeo Christian history is a gross distortion. And since White has read widely
in the field. his views should have been stated more cautiously.
24. He explicitly makes that charge on pages 72. 109,125, and 182 (and implicitly
Ih roughoUl).
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One prime examp le that puts a chink in the armor of Wh ite's
thesis comes to us from the well· informed Robert M. Grant, professor of New Testament and early Ch ristianity in the Divinity School of
the University of Chicago. In a very compelling and important study
on the doctrine of God held by th e early Ch ristian church, Grant
writes as follows:
In a papyrus published in 1949 we possess a fascinating account of a "discussion of Origen with Heracl ides and the
bis hops with him . conce rnin g the Father, the Son, and the
soul." A translation of the opening pages of this discussion is
given here because it carries us into the kind of arena in
which the early patristic theological questions were often
fought OUL 2s
The translation that follows is indeed fascinating, as well as damaging to White's thesis:
Since the bishops present had raised questions about the
faith of the bishop Heraclidcs, so that in the presence of aIJ
he might acknowledge his faith, and each of them had made
remarks and had raised the question, the bishop Heraclides
sa id: "And I too believe exac liy what the divine scriptures
say: 'In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with
God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with
God. All things came into existence through him, and nothing
came into existence apart from him.' $0 we agree in the faith
and, furthermore, we believe that the Ch rist assumed flesh,
that he was born, that he ascended into the heavens with the
flesh in which he arose, and that he is seated at the right
hand of the Father, whence he is going to come and judge the
living and the dead, being God and man."
Origen said: "Since a debate is now beginning and one may
speak on the subject of the debate, I will speak. The whole church
25. Robert M. Grant. The Early Chri5tiarJ Doctrine of God (ChariottesviUe: University
Press of Virginia, 1966),68-09, citing the "Dialogue with Henclides."
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is here to listen. One church should not differ from another in
knowledge, since you are not the false community. I ask you,
Father Heradides. God is the almighty, the uncreated, the
supreme one who made all things. Do you agree?"
Heraclides said: "I agree; for thus I too believe."
Origen said: "Christ Jesus, who exists in the form of God,
though he is distinct from God in the form in which he existed, was he God before he entered a body or not?"
Heradides said: "He was God before."
Origen said: "He was God before he entered a body, or
not?"
Heradides said: "Yes."
Origen said: "God distinct from this God in whose form
he existed?"
Heradides said: "Obviously distinct from any other, since
he is in the form of that one who created everything."
Origen said: "Was there not a God, Son of God, the onlybegotten of God, the first-born of all creation, and do we not
devoutly say that in one sense there are two Gods and, in another, one God?"
Heradides said: "What you say is clear; but we say that
there is God, the almighty, without beginning and without
end, con taining all things but not contained, and there is his
Word, Son of the living God, God and man, through whom
all things came into existence, God in relation to the Spirit
and man in that he was born of Mary."
Origen said: "You do not seem to have answered my question. Make it clear; perhaps I did not follow you. Is the Father
God?"
Heradides said: "Certainly."
Origen said: "Is the Son distinct from the Father?"
Heradides said: "How can he be Son if he is also Father?"
Origen said: "While distin ct from the Father, is the Son
himself also God?"
Heradides said: "He himself is also God."
Origen said: "And the two Gods become one?"
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Heradidcs said: "Yes."
Origen said: "Do we acknowledge two Gods?"
Heraclides said: "Yes; the power is one."
O rigen sa id: "But si nce our brethren arc shocked by th e
affirmation thaI there are two Gods, the subjec t must be examined with care in order to show in what respect they are
two and in what respect the two are one God."26
Thus we have here a glimpse into the early Christian chu rch on the specific topic of whether the Father and the Son can properly be thought
of as two sepa rate Gods in a Christian contex t. This glimpse st rongly
supports the position of the Church of Jesus Christ of Lauer-day Sa ints.
Second, I would also have to qualify White's thesis as it relates to
Juda ism. In a carefully written piece, La rry W. Hurtado (not a Latterday Sa int) instructs us:
I suggest th at for historica l investigation our policy shou ld
be to take people as monotheistic if that is how they describe
themselves. in spite of what we migh t be inclined to regard at
first as anomalies in thei r beliefs .... Otherwise, we implicitly
import a defin ition from the sphere of theological polemi cs
in an attempt to do historical analysis.... If we are to avoid a
priori definitions and the imposition of our own theological
judgmen ts, we have no choice but to accept as monotheism
the religion of those who profess to be mo notheists, however
much their rel igion varies and may seem "complicated" with
other beings in addition to the one God.27
Hurtado gives addit ional co unsel that applies to those who seek
to understand the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints:
If we wish to understand ancient Jewish and Christian monotheism ... if we wish to know how it operated and what it
meant, ... we should pay considerable atten tion to the way
26. Ibid.,69 70.
27. Larry W, Hurlado, "\Vhat Do We Mean by 'First·O: ntury Jew ish Monot heism'!»
in SocielY of Biblical Lileralllre 1993 Seminar Papers, cd. Eugene H. Loveri ng Jr. (Atla nta:
Scholars Press, 1993),355--56.
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their commitment to the uniqueness of one God was exhibited in their practice with regard to granting cultic veneration to other beings or figures. 28
Other beings or figures? Could these be exalted, divine, deified
beings? Is Hurtado. an eminent authority on such matters, asleep at
the wheel? I should say not. He continues:
Jews were quite willing to imagine beings who bear the divine
name within them and can be referred to by one or more of
God's titles, ... beings so endowed with divine attributes as
to be difficult to distinguish them descriptively from God.
beings who are very direct personal extensions of God's powers and sovereignty. About this, there is clear evidence. This
clothing of selVants of God with God's attributes and even his
name will seem "theologically very confusing" if we go looking for a "strict monotheism" of relatively modern distinctions of "ontological status" between God and these figures. 29
This explanation brings us to the crux of the matter before us.
Informed Latter-day Saints, when confronted with passages from
Isaiah to the effect that there is only one God (see Isaiah 43:10-11;
44:6,8; 45:5; 46:9), usually remind the critic that these Isaianic passages suggest that it is the theme of idol worship or idolatry that is
being addressed, not man's potential exaltation and deification (see
Isaiah 43:12; 44:9-10; 45:16; 46:1, 6). White understands that this is
the Mormon position (see pp. 130-32). Yet even after acknowledging
that position, White ignores its ramifications and continues to charge
Mormons with entering the realm of worship when contemplating
the doctrine of deification. Three more passages from his book will
bear this out:
God is not saying, "There are no false gods or idols other than
Me." He is the true God; He is denying the existence of any
other true Gods. any others who are worthy of worship ....
28. Ibid.
29. Ibid., 364.
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But God's purpose is plain: "There is no God besides Me."
Idolatry is inherently fool ish simply because there is no worthy object of wo rship other than the one true God. (p. 132,
emphasis in original)
God ta kes His truth ve ry se riously. This is not a matter
of theological fin ery- it is the difference between idolatry
and worship, salvation and eternal punishment. Joseph Smith
has led millions to follow "gods whom you have not known."
(p. 134)
Many Ch ristians make the grave error o f thinking that
there is no way that a system like Mormonism, replete with
its concept of God as an exalted man, could ever muster a
robust defense of its own position. And from one perspective, that is tru e, in that there is no meaningful way of defending the simple idolatry that is the LDS theology of God.
(pp.I85-86)
VVhite (a self-proclaimed expert on Mormon doctr ine) has completely misunderstood and m isstated Mormo n doctrine on the matter. Mormons in no way worship fe llow mortals who have or will become exalted beings. In the Mormon world view, worship is reserved
for God the Fa ther, through the name of God the So n, and by the
power of God the Holy Ghost. The Encyclopedia of Mormonism spells
the matter out thus: "La tter-day Saint worship is defined as com ing
unto the Father in the name of Jesus Christ, in spirit and truth ....
Worship is idolatry unless it is reverent homage and devotion to the
living God."JO A latter-day apostle has articulated it this way: "The
world encourages us to pay atte ntion to secu lar Caesars. The gospel
tells us, however, that these Caesars come and go in an hour of pomp
and show. It is God whom we should worship, and His Son, Jesus
Christ."l l Hurtado's comments in this rega rd are perfectly aligned
with Latter-day Saint doctrine:
30. Johann A. Wondra. MWorship,n in Encyclopedia of Mormonism, 4: 1596.
31. Neal A. Maxwell, "Nor My Wrll, but Thil1e"(SaJt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1988), 137.
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It is precisely with reference to worship that ancient Jewish
religious tradition most clearly distinguished the unique one
God from other beings, even those described as "divine" and
clothed with god-like attributes .... Jews seem to have been
quite ready to accommodate various divine beings. The evidence we have surveyed here shows that it is in fact in the
area of worship that we find "the decisive criterion" by which
Jews maintained the uniquen ess of God over agai nst both
idols and God's own deputies ....
To summarize this point, God's sove reignty was imagined as including many figures, some of them in quite promi ~
nent roles. There was a plurality in the operation of the di vine as characteristically described by ancient Jews. God was
distinguished from other beings most clearly in this: It is required to offer God worship; it is inappropriate to offer worship to any olher.n

To which the Latter-day Sai nt would say, "Amen and amen!"
Third. White fail s to distinguish between three interrelated topics: veneration issues. soteriological issues. and ontological issues.
Veneration issues are at the foundation of understanding Mormon
views of God. The questions in this venue include "Whom do we
worship? Whom should we worship? Is there a disparity?" Then we
look at soteriology, which raises the questions "What does it really
mean to be in a saved and exalted condition in the eternities? If we
are to become gods. does this in any way cause Latter-day Saints to
become conceited or proud?" Finally, we come to the important ontological or cosmological concerns regarding God the Father, which
include "D id God the Father ever experien ce a mortality (or second
estate) at some point in the distant past? Does believing he did in any
way cause Latter-day Saints to denigrate God?"

32. Hu rtad o, "What Do We Mean?" 356, 364, 365. For anotht""r useful discussion of
the use and misuse of th t"" term monotheism as it applies to Judaism, set"" Pt""\t""r Hayman,
«Monotht"" ism- A Misused Word in Jt""wish St ud ks?~ Journal of Jewish Studies 42/ 1
(l991): 1- 15.
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Wh ite's thesis muddles all three issues. White assumes that if
Mormons believe God the Fa ther had a past that included mortal ity,
then he must not be an ali -powerful God. He likewise implies that if
Mormons believe they can beco me like God, tha t belief must, of necessity, prod uce egotism and arrogance, as well as a low view of God.
Thus White takes for granted the idea that Mormons must be guilty
of idol worship. Non- LDS scholar Ernst W. Benz had a different understanding of the matte r:
Now, this idea of deificat ion could give rise to a misunde rstanding, namely, that it leads to a blasphemous scJfaggrandizement of man .. . . But the concep t of Imago Dei, in
the Christia n understa nd ing of the te rm , precisely does not
asp ire to awaken in ma n a consc iousness of his own divinity
but attempts to have him recogn ize the image of God in his
neighbor. 33
Fourth, White fa ils to allow for the subtle d istinctions betwee n
official Mormon doctrine and speculative theology. Speculative theology refers to inferences we make based on other accepted doct ri nes
(or even on folklore). Ideas or post ulates that fall under the realm of
speculat ive theology do not enjoy the status of bind ing doct rine;
such speculations do not reflect the normative body of accepted dogmas of the group in question. Thus. in the Roman Catholic world, the
doctr ine of trallSllbstamiarion is considered orthodox doctrine, while
ce rt ain not ions of Jesus Christ as the esc hatologica l union of time
and eternity fa ll wit hin the real m of speculative theology. To take a
Protestant example, the notion of Christ's second coming is doctrine,
but the various eschatological pos itions- amille nnial, postmillen nia!, or pre millenn ial-a re speculat ive theo logy. These views, all
based on interp retatio ns of the Bible, may be tr ue or fa lse; however,
believing one or the ot her does not ca use one to forfe it one's standing as a Ch ri stia n. Likewise, in Mormonis m, Latter-day Saints may
33. Er nst W. Benz, ~ Imago Dei: Ma n in the Image o f God,~ in Reflections 0/1 Mor·
monism: Judeo·Christillll p(lfQlle/s, ed. Truman G. Madsen (Salt Lake City: Bookcuft,
1980),217-18, emphasis in original.
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believe that the Almighty God. the Father of Jesus Christ. once experienced mortality. Yet, beyond that one assertion, no Latter-day Saint
ca n say with certainty what that mortal life consisted of. Likewise,
Latter-day Saints believe that those who inherit salvat ion in the highest sphere of the celestial kingdom will be gods. Comments that
move beyond that point fall increasingly into the realm of speculative
theology. The same could be said for the virgin birth; Mormons
agree that Jesus was sired by the Father. not by the Holy Ghost (as described in Luke I :35). Anything specificd beyond that statement concerning the exact mode of conception falls in the realm of speculative
theology. The same can be sa id for statements about Christ's marital
status. Even if it turns out that he was married (which not all Latterday Saints believe or even give much thought to), until a revelation is
received that is binding upon the church as official doctrine, any
comments in this arena are specu1ation.J~
Fifth. I have misgivings about Whitc's treatment of the doctrine
of apotheosis itself. He handles the topic throughout his book.
but the most succinct presentation is in his appendix. "TheosisBecoming a God?" Initially, White relies heavily on the writings of
another evangelical writer, G. L. Prestige. White first supplies us with
a lengthy quotation from Prestige that suggests Prestige neither accepts nor is comfortable with the doctrine of theosis (see pp. 209-10).
Using this quotation puts an evangelical spin on the doctrine that
whitewashes it to the point of nonrecognition. Turning to Prestige to
discover what the early church fathers believed about apotheosis is
akin to summoning liberal political activist James Carville to assess
the virtues of the conservative position. As I have already demonstrated by quoting from the Westminster Dictionary of Christian
Theology,35 deification is considered orthodox and not aberrant as

34. Actually, what I am calling speculative theology would more apdy ~ called theothen~ is a difference. For an interesting and useful presentation of
true speculative theology writlen by a jesuit scholar, see general ly Tibor Horvath, Eternity
,md EterllUl Life: Speculativt Thwlogy and Science in Discourse (Waterloo, Ont.: Wilfrid
Laurier Un iversity Press, 1993).

logical speculation, and

35. S« n. 18.
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White (and Prestige) would have us believe. White simply doesn't like
the doctrine and therefore turns to another like-minded schola r and
quotes him for suppo rt ; he has not given his readers a thorough or
balanced treatment. White's ow n views on the topic are summarized
here as follows:
The simple reason that LDS scholars are in error in pointing to these passages [of the early chu rch fathers who clearly
supported the idea of theosis J is that a fundamental, definitional aspect of their own beliefs is completely missing from
the faith of the early Fathers. T hat is, there is no parallel to
the LDS belief in eternal progression because the ea rly Fathers bel ieved someth ing fundamenta lly different abou t the
nature of God, making any parallel impossible. What did the
Fathers believe th at the Mormons do not? Or, what do the
Mo rmons believe that the early Ch ristians did not? The answer is simple: The early Christians believed that God had always been God, and they did riot bel ieve that God had once
been a man who lived on another planet and progressed to
godhood. (p. 208, emphasis in original)
And there you have it. President Lorenzo Snow's couplcl ("As
man now is. God once was. As God now is, man may become") is weUknown in LDS circles. However, White seems to reason that since the
early Ch ristia ns did not believe in the first half of the couplet, they
must not have bel ieved in nor mentioned the concept summarized in
the second half (even though the early Christians did. in fact, believe
it).l would venture to say that while the first part of the couplet is
dearly the more difficult doctrine, it becomes logicaHy palatable
when one first embraces the second parI of the co uple t. In o ther
words, if the doctrine of apotheosis is true, if it is possible for mankind, in the etern ities. to rise to the stat us of deity, one can log ically
concl ude that God the Father might himself have gone through that
same process. Alternatively, if it is possible for Jesus Christ to become
incarnate and experience mortality and if he cla imed the Father as his
model in all things, again, one can logically conclude that God the
Father did himself go through a similar process.
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White continues: "If one is going to parallel theosis with eternal
progression, one must be able to demonstrate that the same Fathers
who spoke of deification also spoke of God becoming God through a
process of exa1tation" (p. 218, emphasis in original). This is faulty logic.
That Mormons believe X and Y and that Mormons happen to find
support for Y with the early church fathers does not mean that Mormons must find like support for X in the early church fathers as weU.
White further asserts. "The concept of God having become a god
through a process is totally absent from the church fathers" (p. 218,
emphasis in original). Yet the notion does find support in a largely
unknown source, a text of Armenian apocryphal literature which
treats the Garden of Eden story:
When Adam departed and was walking around in the
garden, the serpent spoke to Eve and said, "Why do you taste
of all the trees, but from this one tree which is beautiful in
appearance you do not taste?" Eve said, "Because God said,
'When you eat of that tree, you shall die.'" But the serpent said,
"God has deceived you, for formerly God was man like you.
When he ate of that fruit, he attained this great glory. That is
why he told you not to eat, lest eating <it> you wou1d become
equal to God."J6
I would suspect that White would not only reject this text as nonChristian, but would also point out that the idea that God was once a
man is satanic since it comes through the voice of the serpent. This
reasoning reminds me of a cult-watcher of an earlier vintage, Walter
Martin, who used to goad LDS missionaries with a line about how
the notion that men can become gods is in the Bible. After supposedly setting up a couple of nineteen-year-old elders, Martin would
then lower the boom by citing Genesis 3:4-5 to the effect that "ye
shaH not surely die, for God doth know that in the day ye eat thereof,
36. W. Lowndes Lipscomb. The Armenian Apocryphal Adam Literature (Atlanta:
Scholars Press. 1990).262. versification omitted and paragraphing changed. I am indebted to John Tvedtnes for alerting me to this source. For a fuller treatment of this and
similar texts with commentary, see John Tvedtnes.loseph Smith and the Ancient World.
forthcoming from FARMS.
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then your eyes shall be opened and ye shall be as gods, knowing good
and evil." Ma rtin would then loudly cla im victory, inasmuch as those
are the words of the serpent, not God. Of course, Martin would consisten tly overl ook the fact th at seve ntee n verses later, the Alm igh ty
himself confi rmed that a key pa rt of wha t the serpent said in th is instance was true: "A nd the Lo rd God said, Behold, the man is beco me
as one of us. to know good and ev il" (see Genesis 3:22) . But back to
the issue of apotheosis.
White has never been very comforta ble with the idea of apotheosis, perhaps because the doctrine receives sca nt attention in his own
orthodox Baptist fait h. Al though his wrilings demonstrate his wholesale rejec tion of the doctri ne, he never really de fin es what the ea rly
ch urch fa thers mea nt by it. He never tell s his readers exactly what
constitutes the doctrine of apotheosis, just th at the doctrine couldn't
possibly comport with what the Mormons teach. This is not scholarsh ip but rhetoric. Whe n White does, on the rare occasion. agree to
discuss issues such as these with an infor med Latter-day Saint, the results arc telling.)7
Finally, I would be interested to know just how consistent White
is in label ing people as monotheist ic or polytheistic. He see ms to acknowledge on the one hand that the lit mus test is worship. yet he still
charges Mormons with polytheism even though they limit their wor~
37. Sa! the ltngt hy In ternet exchange with Professor William j. Hambli n of Brigham
Young Universi ty on the specific mea ning of john IO:}4 and Psalm 82:6 as they relate to
the idea of apotheosis, at shields-resea rch.o rglA-O_Min.htm, ·'Correspondence with
jame5 White by Dr. Willia m H a m b! i n .~ To put it bluntly, Hamblin overwhelmed White. I
forecasted JUS! such a scenario whe n I reviewed White's earlier work,l.etttrs 10 II Mormon
Elder: ~ I t wou ld have ~en much more inltreSling and balanced had the leiters ~n writlen bet ween Mr. White and an actual mem ber of the Latte r-day Saint Church wit h the
proper background, but then that wou ld change the enti re outcome of the book.~ l. Ara
No rwood, review of Luras to a Mormon Elder, by JamtS Whi tt, Rcvitw of Books 011 the
Book of Mormon 5 (1993): 320. And LDS studies on the doctrine of apothrosis contin ue
10 be mo re defined and compelling. Fo r the defi nitive work thus far on this topic from an
LDS perspective, set Daniel C. Peterson, ~· Ye Arc Gods': Psalm 82 an d Jo hn 10 as WitneSStS to the Divine Nature of Humankind," in The Disciple as Scholar: Essays 011 Scripture
and the Ancitllf World in Honor of Richard Uoyd Anderson, cd. Stephen D. Ricks, Donald
W. Parry, an d Andrew H. Hedges ( Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2000), 471- 594.
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ship to the Almighty. In other passages, White seems to imply that it
doesn't really matter if you worship the one true God---even an awareness of other gods (void of worship) renders one a polytheist. If that
is the case, I would be interested in how White would label someone
who did not worship the one true God but did believe in his existence
as the only divine Being in all of crea tion. Would that ind ividual, devoid of any desire to worship the Almighty but aware of his existence
as the only Supreme Being in the cosmos, be considered a monotheist?
If not, by what criteria could White possibly deny such a person the
label?
Tolerance for the Beliefs of Others
One additional element that I have found in lames vVhite's book
should also be addressed-the issue of bigotry. I think books of this
type engender a number of unfortunate results, some of which are all
too often overlooked by their authors. Although James White may
mean well in his efforts, his book contains a number of elements that
could be destructive far beyond the level his rhetoric calls for.
The first thing that stands out in this regard is the very title of
the book. White has claimed no responsibility for the title but has instead laid the responsibility for it at the feet of the publisher. Yet it is
hard to swaUow that explanation, for the question Is the Mormon My
Brother? appears throughout the text in key places, demonstrating
that the question in the title represents the theme of the book. He
asks the question on pages 20, 22,106, and 168. ln chapter 10 White
brings the question to a climactic resolution. (As might be expected,
White's answer to the question is a resounding "No!")
Thankfully, White does seem to understand the implications of
what he is saying and how it may be construed by his fellow believersmany of whom, as White describes them in the first chapter, view
Mormonism as the "very embodiment of evil itself" (p. 17). Thus he
writes, "The question ['Is the Mormon my brother?'] is not asked on
the level of common humanity-is the Mormon a fellow human being, a fellow image bearer of God? The answer to that would obvi-
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ously be yes, of course. All humans are related to onc another in that
se nse" (p. 168). (Governor Boggs woul d not have been so gracious.)
With a book like this, I have often found it usefu l to ask "What
then?" questions. In other words, once the conclusion is reached that
"t he Mormon is not thc brother to the Ch ri stian" because of beliefs
the Mormon mayor may no t hold , I like to cla ri fy that const ruct.
Wha t then? What should the "Christian" do about that? White thinks
th at the proper solution is to " love" the Mormon people. And the
way White feels he ca n best demonstrate that love is appa rently to re~
fute and expose them. "An d so in part I write out of love for the LDS
people" (p. 168).
Fu rther, beca use we believe differently about th e nature of God,
White feels he cannot pray alongside a Latter-day Sain t:
I know th at I personally have been reminded , through
working on this text, of the importance of Christ ian worship
and the high privilege I have to regularly engage in the corporatc worship of God by His people. It is a wonderful gift of
grace to be able to join together with like-minded people and
worship God in spir it and in truth . I am reminded that we
are praying to the same God, who is powerfu l to save and to
answer prayer. I ca nnot so pray with a Mormon pe rson. We
are worshipping different gods. (p. 170, emphasis in original)
White's ant ipathy toward the Church of Jesus Christ may lead to
so me interes ting, if not unfortun ate, policies. Early in the book he
poses these questions: "Can I have fellowship with a Mo rm on as a
fellow 'Christian'? Can 1 lead my chu rch in cooperative efforts with
Mormons in, say, a food or clothing drive? And what of cooperatio n
on moral issues like abortion or homosexuality?" (see p. 16). Although
While never explicitly answers these ques tion s, I wondered if he
would sooner allow legislation to pass supporting abortion and homosexuality than co mpro mise his "standards" and jo in forces with
Latter-day Saints in fighting a common enemy. It is oft e n said that
"my enemy's enemy is my friend." O ne would think that White would
see Mormons as all ies in counteracting social ills such as child abuse,
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pornography, prostitution, gambling, drug abuse, violent crime, abortion, and homosexuality.
By claiming that "Mormonism is not Christianity" and "is a false
religion with a false god" (p. 169), White, in one of the strangest portions of his book, seems to morally eq uate the religion of the Church
of Jesus Christ with homosexuality:
The Christ ian worships the Lord of time itself and tru sts
in His unchanging nature. His promises are su re and everlasting beca use He is sure and eve rlasting. But what of the
perso n who rejects the true God an d embraces fal sehood ?
God mocks the false idols, but He also ha s strong words for
the person who chooses such idols. "He who chooses yo u is
an abomination." We dare not miss the meaning of the Lord
at this point. The Hebrew term that is used here is fo und elsewhere in the Old Testament. How does God view the idolater? The very same term is used of the idols themselves in
Deuteronomy 7:26: They are an abomination to God. But to
see how serious this sin is in God's eyes, realize that the very
same Hebrew word, to-eva1l, "abomination ," is used in Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 ifl re/ereflce to homosexuality itself God
says homosexual ity is to-evah, and He says the person who
chooses a god other than the very Creator and Lord of time
itself is. likew ise, to-evah. (p. 147, emphasis in original)
Although whe n compared with the author's ea rlier attempts to
write about Mormons and Mormonism, this book shows some im provements, it is st ill replete with problems. No se rious studen t of
Mormonism (LDS or non-LDS) is likely to take such a publication
se riously. Th e meani ng and con tours of Mormonism, the nuances
and subtleties, are all missing. White's proclamations about Mormonism are filled with misleading or blatantly fal se ideas that have
calcified into orthodoxies. White is apparently not interested in becoming a ser ious and reliable voice in the ongoing dialogue between
Mormons and evangelicals. White has seriously cut corners with this
publication on Mormonism. He is clearly capable of much better
than this; it is regrettable that an individual with his energy and re-
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sources would squande r the opport unity to make a mea ningfu l co n ~
[riburion to the dialogue.
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